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Young people in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to be involved in serious lawbreaking
activity than are their peers from other areas. This situation has negative consequences for both the
youth and their communities, including in the realms of education, employment, exposure to abuse,
psychological development, public safety, and local norms. Understanding the situated agency of
members of this population—their engagement in purposive action as related to their contexts—can help
promote effective contextual interventions. This study developed a conception of marginal life space as
an expansion of the idea of neighborhood disadvantage and used ethnographic methods to explore the
life spaces and situated agency of young people who have been involved in serious lawbreaking. In-depth
interviews, neighborhood mapping, and neighborhood walks and observations were conducted with
fourteen adolescents and young adults who live in areas marked by structural marginality. Interview
transcripts and field notes were inductively coded, and codes were grouped into patterns in order to elicit
themes. Four central findings emerged in this exploratory study. One, study participants have multiple
meaningful spaces in their lives. While all have life spaces marked by structural marginality, these life
spaces, which form the context of their situated agency, are fundamentally individual. Two, four situations
that catalyze involvement in serious lawbreaking were identified: peer pressure and the desire to fit in, the
need or desire for money, family-related stress, and interpersonal conflicts. Three, the streets constitute
an experiential space that is both supra-geographic and sub-geographic; that is characterized by violence
and alternative institutions; and that is often a part of participants’ life spaces. Four, participants enacted
agency relative to the streets by engaging in serious lawbreaking there, by crossing in and out of the
streets, and by staying out of the streets. These findings advance understandings about how young
people in marginalized communities, particularly those with histories of serious lawbreaking, experience
space and enact situated agency. In so doing, the findings give voice to the young people and can inform
contextual interventions that will create more enriching communities.
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ABSTRACT

“AT THE END OF THE DAY, WE’RE STILL IN THE HOOD”: LAWBREAKING,
AGENCY, AND GEOGRAPHY AMONG YOUTH IN MARGINALIZED
NEIGHBORHOODS
Jeffrey M. Sharlein
Roberta Rehner Iversen, PhD, MSS

Young people in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to be involved in serious
lawbreaking activity than are their peers from other areas. This situation has negative
consequences for both the youth and their communities, including in the realms of
education, employment, exposure to abuse, psychological development, public safety,
and local norms. Understanding the situated agency of members of this population—their
engagement in purposive action as related to their contexts—can help promote effective
contextual interventions. This study developed a conception of marginal life space as an
expansion of the idea of neighborhood disadvantage and used ethnographic methods to
explore the life spaces and situated agency of young people who have been involved in
serious lawbreaking. In-depth interviews, neighborhood mapping, and neighborhood
walks and observations were conducted with fourteen adolescents and young adults who
live in areas marked by structural marginality. Interview transcripts and field notes were
inductively coded, and codes were grouped into patterns in order to elicit themes. Four
central findings emerged in this exploratory study. One, study participants have multiple
meaningful spaces in their lives. While all have life spaces marked by structural
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marginality, these life spaces, which form the context of their situated agency, are
fundamentally individual. Two, four situations that catalyze involvement in serious
lawbreaking were identified: peer pressure and the desire to fit in, the need or desire for
money, family-related stress, and interpersonal conflicts. Three, the streets constitute an
experiential space that is both supra-geographic and sub-geographic; that is characterized
by violence and alternative institutions; and that is often a part of participants’ life spaces.
Four, participants enacted agency relative to the streets by engaging in serious
lawbreaking there, by crossing in and out of the streets, and by staying out of the streets.
These findings advance understandings about how young people in marginalized
communities, particularly those with histories of serious lawbreaking, experience space
and enact situated agency. In so doing, the findings give voice to the young people and
can inform contextual interventions that will create more enriching communities.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction: Problem Statement & Study Rationale

Serious lawbreaking by young people in disadvantaged neighborhoods is an
important social concern. While there are challenges in obtaining neighborhood-level
data on the specific extent of the issue, adolescents and young adults in disadvantaged
neighborhoods are more likely to be involved in serious lawbreaking activity than are
their peers from other areas (Butts & Henninger, 2017; Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Fabio,
Tu, Loeber, & Cohen, 2011; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000;
Wright, Kim, Chassin, Losoya, & Piquero, 2014). This situation has important negative
consequences for the young people and their communities, including in the realms of
education, employment, abuse exposure, psychological development, public safety, and
local norms (Bernburg & Krohn, 2003; Bernstein, 2014; Clear, 2007; Dmitrieva,
Monahan, Cauffman, & Steinberg, 2012; Gatti, Tremblay, & Vitaro, 2009; Hirschfield,
2008; Kirk & Sampson, 2013; Pager, 2003; Petitclerc, Gatti, Vitaro, & Tremblay, 2013).
While crime rates continue to decrease nationally, youth in disadvantaged neighborhoods
continue to be disproportionately involved, with continuing negative individual and
community consequences (Butts & Henninger, 2017; OJJDP Statistical Briefing Book).
Structural marginality can be understood as social and economic powerlessness
and disenfranchisement, often demonstrated through substandard schools, limited legal
employment opportunities, violence, widespread drug market activity, and/or a poorly
maintained physical environment (Billson, 1988). I also emphasize the importance of
public policy choices in maintaining structural marginality (Clear, 2007; Massey &
Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1987, 2012). Structural marginality is a crucial element in the
1

neighborhood spaces in which young people in these communities act and a central factor
in the development of lawbreaking behavior among neighborhood youth (Peterson &
Krivo, 2010; Rios, 2011). Such marginality provides the context in which they enact their
agency, that is, engage in purposive action (Harding, 2007, 2010; Gotham & Brumley,
2002; Hoggett, 2001; Parsell, Eggins, & Marston, 2017). Investigating serious
lawbreaking by youth with an eye to structural marginality, geographic space, and
agency, has the potential to yield insights about connections between behavior, local
institutions, public policy, and neighborhood space. As such, findings can help pave the
way for shifts in policies and practices as well as further research that addresses this
important issue. (A full discussion of the concept of structural marginality is in Chapter
2.)
This dissertation describes a qualitative study with fourteen young people with
histories of court involvement. These young people’s life spaces center on different New
York City neighborhoods which can be described as structurally marginalized. Drawing
on the concept of multi-locale ethnography (Marcus, 1998), I interviewed these
participants and observed parts of their life spaces, sometimes in multiple neighborhoods
for a single participant. Most of these young people also took me on tours of parts of their
life spaces. Through this project, I focused on lawbreaking behavior and asked how these
young people enact their agency under conditions of structural marginality. I also asked
how these enactments of agency relate to particular aspects of or factors pertaining to
their life spaces.

2

Neighborhood Disproportion in Serious Lawbreaking by Youth
Youth from disadvantaged neighborhoods, or structurally marginal areas in my
conceptualization, are involved in serious illegal activity more than other youth (Chung
& Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Oberwittler, 2004, 2005; Peeples & Loeber, 1994;
Wikström & Loeber, 2000; Wright et al., 2014). Additionally, a sizable body of
ethnographic research illustrates connections between neighborhood disadvantage and
aspects of illegal activity and justice system involvement, including drug robbers
(Contreras, 2013), crack dealers (Bourgois, 2003), young men’s efforts at avoiding the
police (Goffman, 2014), reentry from incarceration (Fader, 2013; Miller, 2014), and
neighborhood violence (Anderson, 1999).
Data are not available on the full extent of lawbreaking by youth in disadvantaged
neighborhoods for a few reasons. One reason is the challenge of indeterminate
neighborhood boundaries. Many jurisdictions do not have official neighborhood borders,
and scholars have found that common ways of researching neighborhoods as census
tracts are flawed (Campbell, Henly, Elliott, & Irwin, 2009; Coulton, Jennings, & Chan,
2013; Coulton, Korbin, Chan, & Su, 2001). Also, there is no official definition for
neighborhood disadvantage. These challenges are compounded by the shortcomings
found in the main sources of national crime data, the National Crime Victimization
Survey and the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting program, which relies on law
enforcement data. Victimization surveys have no information about who is engaged in
lawbreaking, and law enforcement data only captures crime that is reported or otherwise
detected by authorities (Currie, 2009). Additionally, justice system contact does not
necessarily correspond with lawbreaking. As Butts and Henninger (2017) write, “No
3

existing data source is capable of tracking crime trends in multiple areas at the
neighborhood level” (p. 3).
Nonetheless, some quantification is possible, particularly around race. Notably,
the data reported in this paragraph measures arrest and incarceration rates, with their
noted shortcomings as measures of lawbreaking involvement. A large racial minority or
Black population is typically considered to be one indicator of neighborhood
disadvantage. According to the federal Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention’s (OJJDP) Statistical Briefing Book (2017), 2.8% of all youth ages 10-17
were arrested in 2015. For African American youth, the percentage doubles to 5.7%. Risk
of imprisonment also increases as education level decreases; education is often used as a
marker of socioeconomic status, another component of neighborhood disadvantage.
Looking at race and education together, Western and Pettit (2010) report that in 2008
over 35% of Black men ages 20 to 34 with no high school diploma were in prison or jail.1
This is in contrast to approximately 7% of Latino men and approximately 12% of white
men in the same age group without educational credentials. While the incarceration rate
falls sharply among the college-educated, racial disparities remain. Around 3% of young
Black men with college degrees were incarcerated in 2008, compared with approximately
1% of young Latino men and less than 1% of young white men with college degrees.

1

Prisons are carceral facilities where people are sent post-conviction for longer
sentences, typically of over a year. People who are incarcerated having been accused of a
crime, but not convicted and/or sentenced, are housed in jails. Shorter post-conviction
sentences, typically of a year or less, are also served in jails.
4

Lawbreaking Patterns by Age and Gender
Age and lawbreaking. Researchers have studied lawbreaking patterns with
regard to a number of demographic categories. Two categories that are particularly
important to discuss here are age and gender. The correlation between age and
lawbreaking is a fundamental criminological fact: rates of lawbreaking increase during
adolescence, peak in late adolescence, and are then followed by decreasing rates into
adulthood. This trend is consistent across racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic differences,
though with different lawbreaking rates (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983; Shulman,
Steinberg, & Piquero, 2013). Thus, while disadvantaged neighborhoods have higher
crime rates than other neighborhoods, teenagers and young adults are more involved in
lawbreaking than people of other ages regardless of context. This age distribution in
lawbreaking has been traced to developmental changes over the life course, including
with regard to social roles and context (Sampson & Laub, 1993) and neuropsychological
development (Evans-Chase, 2014; Scott & Steinberg, 2008; Sweeten, Piquero, &
Steinberg, 2013)
Gender and neighborhood differences in young people’s lawbreaking. There
is wide recognition that males are more likely to engage in lawbreaking than females. It is
unclear, however, how neighborhood disadvantage impacts adolescent girls’ and young
women’s involvement in lawbreaking, since most research on the neighborhood
distribution of lawbreaking among youth relies on male-only data (Chung & Steinberg,
2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000). While
some research has tried to bolster knowledge in the area of gender, neighborhood, and
lawbreaking, findings have been inconclusive (e.g., Chauhan & Reppucci, 2009; Fagan &
5

Wright, 2012; Graif, 2015). Other scholars explore adolescent females’ unique
experiences, including concerns around gender-based victimization and gendered
socialization patterns. These findings are relevant for possible connections between
gender, neighborhood, and lawbreaking (Briggs, Popkin, & Goering, 2010; ClampetLundquist, Edin, Kling, & Duncan, 2011; Miller, 2008).

“Serious” Lawbreaking
It is also crucial to address what is meant by “serious” lawbreaking. One
important question is, serious according to whom? Many scholars choose to designate
certain charges as “serious” themselves, sometimes informed by public opinion or legal
classifications (Fabio et al., 2011; Oberwittler, 2004; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Schubert
et al., 2004; Wikström & Loeber, 2000). Another possibility is to draw on the
perspectives of those involved in lawbreaking. A third option is to base the definition on
the legal system’s classifications, for example by designating felonies as serious. This is
the approach taken here, given the very real consequences of a criminal charge’s
classification. In the next chapter, I further address how some other scholars have defined
serious lawbreaking. and my reason for operationalizing serious lawbreaking as
involvement in a felony-level act. In the subsequent Methods chapter I expand on my
reason for operationalizing serious lawbreaking as involvement in a felony-level act and
discuss the evolution of my approach in this study.

6

Current Trends
Crime rates in the United States are at historic lows. This includes arrest rates for
youth (OJJDP Statistical Briefing Book, 2017). However, rates of reported violent crime
have increased in recent years (FBI, 2017). Additionally, while nationally representative
data are not available to track crime trends at the neighborhood level, it is recognized that
neighborhood disparities remain (Butts & Henninger, 2017). Importantly, differential
rates of lawbreaking between neighborhoods have been empirically related to multiple
social structural attributes (Peterson & Krivo, 2010). Logically, the communities whose
youth are disproportionately involved in serious lawbreaking disproportionately
experience the numerous individual and community consequences discussed in the next
section. Despite falling crime rates, then, it is still imperative to pay attention to young
people’s serious lawbreaking in disadvantaged neighborhoods, as part of an effort to
lessen the marginalization experienced by those communities and their residents and
improve overall community wellbeing.

Individual and Community Consequences of Disproportionate Lawbreaking and
Justice System Involvement
High rates of lawbreaking among youth in areas marked by structural marginality
lead to important consequences for both the involved individuals and their whole
communities. One direct and important correlate of lawbreaking is involvement with the
justice system. Indeed, though in practice it is neither, lawbreaking is supposed to be the
single necessary and sufficient condition for justice system involvement. Justice system
contact, in turn, leads to negative individual outcomes in the realms of future
7

lawbreaking, employment, and education. Multiple studies uncover associations between
official intervention by the juvenile justice system and future involvement in
lawbreaking, controlling for relevant factors such as pre-intervention lawbreaking
involvement (Gatti et al., 2009; Petitclerc et al., 2013; Petrosino, Turpin-Petrosino, &
Guckenburg, 2010). Bernburg and Krohn (2003) find this effect to be partially mediated
by educational and employment outcomes. Also looking at education, Kirk and Sampson
(2013) report a negative effect of juvenile arrest on high school completion and college
enrollment. Juvenile incarceration also often involves risk of exposure to physical,
sexual, and emotional abuse (Bernstein, 2014).
Many youth involved in the justice system experience the additional collateral
effects of a criminal record. These collateral effects impact anyone over the legal age of
criminal responsibility, as well as a large number of juveniles whose cases are
“transferred” to criminal court following policy shifts at the end of the twentieth century
(Feld, 1999).2 Conviction in criminal court results in a criminal record, in contrast to
adjudication in juvenile court. Collateral consequences of a criminal record can include
employment difficulties, ineligibility for student loans, voter disenfranchisement, and
ineligibility for various public benefits, including housing and food assistance. In some
cases and states loss of eligibility is for the individual’s lifetime (Alexander, 2012;
Gottschalk, 2015; Pager, 2003). Moreover, psychological research indicates that the
impact of all these individual effects may be especially acute for adolescents and young

2

In most states, the age of criminal responsibility is 18. Some, such as New York, have
the set statutory age as low as 16. However, recent legislation in New York is raising the
age of criminal responsibility there to 18 over the next few years.
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adults (Cohen et al., 2016; Lerner & Steinberg, 2009; Dmitrieva et al., 2012). Beyond the
impacts of justice system involvement, serious lawbreaking is also associated with
increased risk of violent and criminal victimization (Jennings, Piquero, & Reingle, 2012;
Lauritsen, Sampson, & Laub, 1991; Stewart, Schreck, & Simons, 2006).
Diminished public safety is one obvious community consequence of
disproportionate rates of lawbreaking. Also, concentrating the negative individual
experiences discussed above in the most marginal neighborhoods creates even further
problems for these communities and their residents (Clear, 2007; Roberts, 2004). Clear,
for instance, powerfully demonstrates that mass incarceration further marginalizes
already socially, racially, and economically disempowered communities in myriad ways.
This is largely due to the “coerced mobility” (i.e., incarceration out of the community) of
so many, mostly male, residents: communities are missing, and subsequently need to
reintegrate, large numbers of people. Social ties and social norms are damaged (Roberts).
Hirschfield (2008) also shows how the geographically concentrated labeling of youth as
juvenile delinquents impacts a community’s youth norms. In addition to the public safety
impacts of disproportionate lawbreaking, scholars (Clear; Kirk & Matsuda, 2011; Kirk &
Papachristos, 2011) find negative impacts on public safety from increased concentrations
of community residents involved in the justice system.
Also, residential patterns are not random; living in a disadvantaged neighborhood
is not just a matter of “the luck of the draw.” Rather, living in a disadvantaged
neighborhood is one potent manifestation of individuals’ social marginalization.
Individual marginalization leads to residence in a disadvantaged neighborhood in
multiple ways. One, market economics result in geographically based variation in
9

residence centered on financial resources and assessed credit-worthiness. Additionally,
community development policy at all levels of government influences local residential
market structures (Clark, 2002; Slater, 2013; Madden, 2014). Further, marginalization
and neighborhood are linked by the enduring effects of explicitly racially exclusionary
public and private policies from the early and middle twentieth century, such as redlining
and restrictive covenants (Massey & Denton, 1993). Though no longer legal,
discriminatory lending practices continue today, with impacts on people’s lives and
homes (e.g., Rothacker & Ingram, 2012).
Given all this, one can describe a recursive process (Figure 1.1): factors related to
certain communities’ marginality, such as poverty, diminished political voice and
economic clout relative to other communities, crime, and violence, influence
disproportionate rates of serious lawbreaking among neighborhood youth. High rates of
youth lawbreaking then further the marginality experienced by these communities and
their residents, including by contributing to disproportionate police and justice system
contact. While national crime rates have been drastically decreasing across the board,
young people in marginal neighborhoods are still more likely to engage in certain types
of lawbreaking, and consequently to be involved with the justice system, than are others.
Despite some positive national trends, the individual and community consequences
outlined in this section present important reasons to seek to further understand the
phenomenon of serious lawbreaking by youth in marginal areas. Further understanding
may lead to novel policy or other interventions that interrupt this process.

10

Current Contribution
This study aims to understand the experiences of young people from geographic
areas of structural marginality who have been involved in serious lawbreaking. As such,
it focuses on their agency in the context of the myriad structural and institutional factors
that lead to and are manifestations of structural marginality. As expanded upon in
Chapter 2, I understand agency to be the ability to engage in purpose-directed action,
with the further understanding that aspects of one’s environment, or life space, inform the
limits and possibilities of such action. The focus on agency is one key contribution.
Experience and agency are typically not addressed in quantitative neighborhood effects
research, even though attention to them can yield important insights about the
relationship between behavior and neighborhood space. Additionally, other scholars note
agency as an important but under-addressed subject for social work research (Parsell et
al., 2017).
Elements of agency, experience, and structure for young people’s lawbreaking are
addressed in existing ethnographic work (Anderson, 1999; Contreras, 2013; Fader, 2013;
Goffman, 2014; Harding, 2010). However, agency is frequently under-conceptualized;
agency, however, is a crucial element in social work’s person-environment dynamic
(Parsell et al., 2017). Despite the space in qualitative methods for rich nuance, some
11

ethnographers even present agency as a zero-sum game: marginalized people either have
agency and are solely responsible for their actions, or oppressive structural factors steer
their lives, leaving no room for agency (De Giorgi, 2017). Such presentations ignore the
wide gray areas where person and environment, agency and structure, interact.
This study also builds on existing ethnographic research in two main ways. One, I
approach the topic by explicitly theorizing agency as contextualized—or situated—and
non-rational (Choi, 2007; Hoggett, 2001; Wacquant, 1997), drawing on prior theorizing
about cultural aspects of inner-city life (Harding, 2010). Two, I expand the
“disadvantaged neighborhood” frame to one of marginal life space, and in so doing
generate knowledge about the spatial experiences of the study population.
A frame of marginal life space is more geographically inclusive than typical
neighborhood approaches while maintaining the attention given to structural factors in
other ethnographic research. This geographic expansion involves looking at young
people’s experiences with space beyond their current neighborhood (Bichler, ChristieMerrall, & Sechrest, 2011; Matthews, 2011). It also involves paying attention to the
diversity of neighborhoods that are marked by structural marginality, which can also
highlight their similarities and interconnections (Abu-Lughod, 1997; Marcus, 1998;
Small, 2004, 2008).
This study advances knowledge by paying attention to agency in the gray areas
where it interacts with environment, and using the concept of marginal life space to
understand certain environments. In so doing, the study increases understanding of the
experiences of young people in spaces of structural marginality who engage in serious
lawbreaking. It is the hope that the new perspectives gained from this study will be able
12

to inform policy and practice shifts that help interrupt the pattern depicted in Figure 1.1,
leading to improved outcomes for currently-marginalized youth and communities.

Interventions
A number of interventions are used to address lawbreaking by youth. Almost all
of them, both preventive and reactive, primarily target individual adolescents’ behaviors
(Abrams & Aguilar, 2005; Evans-Chase & Zhou, 2014; Fader 2013; Hahn et al., 2007;
Lipsey, 2009). There is obvious reason in this, since the overarching purpose of such
interventions is to prevent or interrupt individuals’ lawbreaking behavior. However, as
will be expanded upon in the next chapter, serious lawbreaking behaviors develop in
large part in the neighborhood context and in response to social and economic factors that
shape poor, minority urban neighborhoods as marginalized spaces. Such individuallyfocused interventions, concentrated on youth from marginalized neighborhoods, thus put
the onus of responsibility on youth not only for their behaviors but for their contexts, as
well. This in turn may exacerbate the individual and collective marginalization processes
in disadvantaged urban communities, heightening experiences of powerlessness and
social disenfranchisement. (For an example of scholarship examining individualized
discourse’s role in pathologizing a marginalized community, see Janes, Ibhawoh, Razack,
& Gilbert, 2014.) Attention to their situated, non-rational agency may support
interventions that will reduce rather than amplify marginalization.
For young people who have engaged in serious lawbreaking activity, investigating
their own experiences of their neighborhoods as contexts for their agency and agentic
behaviors has the potential to contribute knowledge about contextual intervention points.
13

This may lead to intervention regimes which target the forces that marginalize
disadvantaged communities and the features that make marginalization tangible, such as
substandard schools, dearth of legal employment opportunities, ubiquitous drug market
activity, violence, poorly maintained physical environment, and racial segregation.
Scholars have noted the importance of paying attention to structural processes in relation
to lawbreaking and justice system involvement in marginalized areas and among
marginalized groups (e.g., De Giorgi, 2017; Fader, 2013; Gottschalk, 2015; Miller,
2014). Interventions that take structural processes into account are likely to be found at
the public policy or community levels. Such interventions also have the potential to be
highly relevant for neighborhood residents (Nicotera, 2007). As such, shifting the lens
from decontextualized individual behavior to situated agency is essential; this move has
potential practical benefits, in the form of public safety and reduced justice system
involvement for youth, and is a moral imperative (Abrams & Aguilar, 2005; De Giorgi;
Fader).

The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows. In Chapter 2 I review
the relevant empirical and theoretical literature and introduce the research questions. In
this chapter I also elaborate the theoretical lenses I use, regarding marginal life space and
agency. Then, in Chapter 3, I present the study methods and sample. This includes a
discussion of the challenges in recruiting for this study and how I responded, as well as
an introduction to the fourteen study participants.
Chapter 4 begins the empirical material. In this chapter, I present findings related
to participants’ life spaces, and what this says about the uses, limitations, and expansion
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of the neighborhood frame. These findings build on existing research by paying attention
to young people’s spatial experiences in marginal life spaces. These findings also lay the
groundwork for further engaging with the research questions in Chapter 5. There, I
examine participants’ agency and its enactments, demonstrating the utility of the model
of non-rational, spatially situated agency introduced in Chapter 2. Finally, in Chapter 6, I
offer conclusions, including thoughts about how policymakers might respond to improve
the lives of these youth and others like them, and make the areas they call home more
safe and enriching places for all.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

Existing research confirms that young people in areas marked by structural
marginality are more likely to be involved in serious lawbreaking activity than other
youth (Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström
& Loeber, 2000; Wright et al., 2014). Structural marginality denotes crime, violence,
poverty, and other manifestations of social and economic powerlessness and
disenfranchisement (Billson, 1988). In my conceptualization, policies related to housing,
industry and employment, and criminal justice are also intrinsic to understanding
structural marginality (Clear, 2007; Massey & Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1987, 2012).
Additionally, young people have life spaces that extend beyond the influence of a single
clearly bounded neighborhood (Campbell et al., 2009; Graif, 2015; Matthews, 2011;
Morenoff, Sampson, & Raudenbush, 2001).
Notably, for youth living in marginal areas, while structural marginality creates
the dominant pattern in which purposive action unfolds, it does not prevent such action
(Hoggett, 2001). While it is imperative to understand contextual spatial influences—and
the political economic forces experienced through them—when examining lawbreaking
behavior, it is also important to understand the agency expressed by young people in
these contexts (Gotham, 2003; Peterson & Krivo, 2010; Visser, 2011). In other words, it
is important to understand how young people in areas marked by structural marginality
engage in purposive action, which includes attention to the limits and possibilities of such
action in these contexts. A deeper understanding of how societal institutions and
expressions of agency interact in the production of serious lawbreaking activity can
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ultimately help to ameliorate some of the negative consequences of geographicallyconcentrated serious lawbreaking, such as decreasing violence and lessening rates of
justice system contact.
Numerous individual and contextual factors play a role in serious lawbreaking
behavior. Individually, age and gender are important predictors of such behavior, with
adolescent and young adult males exhibiting a higher likelihood of serious lawbreaking
involvement than others (Fagan & Wright, 2012; Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983; Shulman
et al., 2013). Contextually, factors such as local socioeconomic composition, family
compositions, unemployment rates, racial compositions, characteristics of surrounding
areas, and the behavior of institutional actors are important (Chung & Steinberg, 2006;
Fabio et al., 2011; Graif, 2015; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Rios, 2011; Wikström &
Loeber, 2000; Wright et al., 2014).
Some form of justice system involvement frequently accompanies serious
lawbreaking, though they are also distinct phenomena (Hagan, Gillis, & Chan, 1978;
Huizinga et al., 2007; Rios, 2011). Researchers explore young peoples’ experiences
relating to serious lawbreaking and justice system involvement in disadvantaged
neighborhoods with regard to topics such as committing and experiencing violence
(Anderson, 1999; Ralph, 2014), the drug trade (Bourgois, 2003; Contreras, 2013),
confinement and reentry (Fader, 2013; Miller, 2014), and police encounters (Goffman,
2014; Rios). In so doing, they draw connections between neighborhood experiences,
structural forces, individual agency, and neighborhood youth culture. Ethnographic
research has also produced relevant theories of inner-city youth culture, such as the code
of the street (Anderson) and cultural heterogeneity (Harding, 2007, 2010).
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Young people’s geographic lives typically extend beyond a single, clearly
delineated neighborhood. This is particularly the case when considering that most
neighborhoods research utilizes census tracts, which are not necessarily meaningful
geographic units in people’s lives (e.g., Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Aber, 1997; Chauhan
& Reppucci, 2009; Goering & Feins, 2003; Peterson & Krivo, 2010; Sampson, 2012;
Sharkey, 2013; Wikström & Loeber, 2000). Subjectively defined and experienced
neighborhood boundaries, characteristics of surrounding areas, and people’s geographic
mobility over a day and over a life all matter as well (Basta, Richmond, & Wiebe, 2010;
Campbell et al., 2009; Coulton et al., 2001; Graif, 2015; Matthews, 2011; Morenoff et al.,
2001; Peterson & Krivo). This more complete geography of people’s lives can be called
life space. Also, the idea of structural marginality, which describes areas marked by
crime, violence, poverty, and social and economic powerlessness and disenfranchisement
(Billson, 1988), can help place visible and structural markers of neighborhood
disadvantage in the broader institutional and policy context.
Youths’ life spaces and their experiences of them (Byrnes, Chen, Miller, &
Maguin, 2007; Schaefer-McDaniel, 2009; Seidman et al., 1998) matter in leading to
engagement in lawbreaking behaviors. Crucially, however, these spaces and experiences
are not deterministic. Young people in areas of structural marginality, like all people,
have agency: an agency that is situated by spatial and structural influences, not always
rational, and informed by competing cultural frames and scripts (Harding, 2007, 2010;
Gotham & Brumley, 2002; Hoggett, 2001). In order to more fully understand young
people’s serious lawbreaking in areas of structural marginality, it is important to
understand how their enactments of agency relate to diverse experiences of structural
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marginality and space. The focus here on diversity of experience and diversity of
structurally marginal spaces is especially important and has been less addressed in
research that examines the situated agency of marginalized young people.
This chapter begins with a detailed review of the literature quantitatively linking
neighborhood disadvantage, or the more variable and contextual construct of structural
marginality that I introduced in the previous chapter, to serious lawbreaking by youth. I
conclude this first section with discussions of age and gender in relation to neighborhood
and lawbreaking. The next section turns to research on young people’s experiences
related to neighborhood and lawbreaking, primarily drawing on ethnographic research. I
begin this section by considering cultural theories of inner-city life and lawbreaking by
youth. Then, I address research that illustrates connections between structure, culture,
experiences of space, and individuals’ actions in marginalized urban areas, specifically in
regard to aspects of illegal activity and/or the justice system. Following that, I consider
connections between lawbreaking and victimization. After that, I introduce the first
theoretical lens, proposing marginal life space as an expansion of the neighborhood
disadvantage frame. I then discuss agency, defining it and presenting a model of situated
non-rational agency; that is the second lens. Finally, I present my research questions for
the study.

Serious Lawbreaking By Youth in Disadvantaged Neighborhoods
Youth from disadvantaged neighborhoods, which I conceptually elaborate later in
the chapter as areas of structural marginality, are more likely to be involved in serious
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lawbreaking than other youth.3 Many self-report studies confirm this finding, including
multiple analyses of data from the Pittsburgh Youth Study (PYS; Fabio et al., 2011;
Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000) and Research on Pathways to
Desistance (RPD; Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Wright et al., 2014).
The longitudinal PYS surveyed adolescent boys in Pittsburgh on numerous topics
including involvement in illegal activity, and combined that individual-level data with
census information. Three research teams using that dataset find connections between
neighborhood disadvantage and self-reported serious lawbreaking among adolescents
(Fabio et al., 2011; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000). Each of these
researchers labeled neighborhoods as disadvantaged or not disadvantaged, based on
factor analysis of census variables. In Wikström and Loeber’s analysis, which Fabio and
colleagues also used, indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage were percentage of
households receiving public assistance, percentage of families with incomes below the
official poverty line, percentage of non-married families, unemployment rate, median
income, and percentage of residents who were African American. Neighborhoods with
disadvantage factor scores in the top quartile were labeled as disadvantaged.
Peeples and Loeber (1994) find slightly different factors to load on their
neighborhood disadvantage factor (which they call an “underclass neighborhood
factor”).4 Specifically, their indicators are percentage of families with incomes below the

3

Though in most of this dissertation I privilege the language of structural marginality, for
most of the literature review I use the more common language of neighborhood
disadvantage or other terms used by the authors cited.
While used by Peeples and Loeber (1994), the term “underclass” has been critiqued,
debated, and widely rejected for its pathologizing implications (see, e.g., O’Connor,
2001).
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poverty line, percentage of families receiving public assistance, percentage of families
with no adult male in the home, percentage families with no one employed, rate of births
to non-married women, and percent of males over age 16 who are unemployed. The
authors apply the “underclass” label to neighborhoods whose factor score is more than
one standard deviation above the mean. Operationalizing neighborhood disadvantage by
entering census variables into a factor analysis is used by other neighborhood effects
researchers, as well (e.g., Sampson, 2012).
Peeples and Loeber (1994) and Wikström and Loeber (2000) determine
lawbreaking seriousness based on work by Wolfgang, Figlio, Tracy, and Singer (1985).
In a national survey, Wolfgang and colleagues asked respondents their perceptions of the
seriousness of a range of illegal acts. In these studies, then, seriousness is measured
according to public opinion. Fabio and colleagues (2011) focus on serious violence,
which they define as violence involving a weapon, violence with intent to kill or
seriously hurt, or rape.
Regarding specific findings, Peeples and Loeber (1994) find that early adolescent
boys from disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to engage in serious
delinquency, and with greater frequency, than youth from other neighborhoods, net of
individual factors. Similarly, Fabio and colleagues (2011) find that boys from
disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to self-report violence, and up to an older
age, than others. Wikström and Loeber’s (2000) key finding is that while neighborhood
disadvantage does not predict serious lawbreaking among youth already at high risk
based on individual, family, and peer factors, for youth at normal or low risk
neighborhood disadvantage does predict serious lawbreaking. This finding suggests that
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while individual-level factors can lead to engagement in serious lawbreaking regardless
of context, such behavior is normative in disadvantaged neighborhoods regardless of
individual factors.
Research on Pathways to Desistance (RPD) followed court-involved youth for
seven years following conviction or adjudication for serious illegal acts in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, and Maricopa Co., Arizona. For recruitment, RPD researchers defined
serious legal offenses as felony-level acts (in Pennsylvania and Arizona respectively)
with a few exceptions: what they deemed more minor property crimes were excluded,
and acts leading to misdemeanor weapons and sexual assault charges were included.
Enrollment of males with drug charges was limited to 15% of the sample. Self-report
information, including on self-reported lawbreaking, was combined with data from
multiple administrative sources, including participants’ official arrest records (Chung &
Steinberg, 2006; Schubert et al., 2004; Wright et al., 2014).
RPD researchers also derived three continuous factor variables relating to
neighborhood structural characteristics using factor analysis. Concentrated poverty is
made up of neighborhood percentages of households with incomes below the poverty
line, of households receiving public assistance, of unemployed males 16 years old and
older, and of households with no adult male. Ethnic diversity represents the number of
races present in the neighborhood population and percentage of residents who are
foreign-born. The indicator variables loading on residential instability are the percentage
of households who rent their home and the percentage of residents who moved within the
past five years (Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Wright et al., 2014).
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Two research teams analyzing these data find neighborhood disadvantage to be
indirectly related to continued lawbreaking. Analyzing an all-male sample of RPD data,
Chung and Steinberg (2006) tested a structural equation model connecting neighborhood
structural characteristics, aspects of the youths’ experiences, and self-reported continued
lawbreaking. They find neighborhood concentrated poverty to be directly related to
respondent-reported neighborhood disorder, and neighborhood residential instability to
be directly related to a measure of the respondents’ connection to their community (social
cohesion). Neighborhood disorder and social cohesion, in turn, are both indirectly related
to self-reported lawbreaking through measures of parenting behavior and peer deviance.
Wright and colleagues (2014) also use structural equation modeling, with a
mixed-gender sample. In their first model, they find ethnic diversity (which they call
racial/ethnic heterogeneity) at data collection wave 7 to significantly predict participantperceived goal blockage, or the difference between goals in socioeconomic achievement
and the perceived potential for attaining them (wave 8). Goal blockage predicts deviant
peers (wave 8), which in turn predicts repeat lawbreaking (wave 8). In their second
model, they take into account that participants may have moved between waves 7 and 8,
and include change scores reflecting any shifts in neighborhood structural characteristics
due to moving. Accounting for moves affects the results. In this model, concentrated
poverty at wave 7, which Wright and colleagues call disadvantage, predicts goal blockage
at wave 8. As before, goal blockage predicts deviant peers and repeat lawbreaking. While
these two studies using RPD data give valuable information, it should be noted that since
the entire sample is court involved, their outcomes are best understood as repeat
lawbreaking, rather than any engagement in serious lawbreaking.
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Additionally, Oberwittler (2004, 2005) conducts a multilevel analysis on a mixed
gender sample of German youth using cross-sectional data. Neighborhood social
disadvantage here is a continuous variable operationalized as the square root of the
concentration of welfare recipients under eighteen. Oberwittler operationalizes serious
lawbreaking with a scale of six violent and property crimes: wounding,
threatening/extortion, robbery, breaking into cars, auto theft, and breaking and entering.
He uses intra-class correlations (ICC) to determine how much of the variation in serious
lawbreaking is due to respondents’ neighborhoods. He splits his sample for this analysis,
and finds a far higher ICC for those youth reporting that most of their friends live in their
neighborhood than for those reporting no or few friends in their neighborhood.
Oberwittler reports a highly statistically significant association between self-reported
serious lawbreaking and neighborhood social disadvantage among those youth who
report that most of their friends live in their neighborhood. This finding points to a
limitation in how neighborhood effects are typically conceptualized. Meaningful space
for youth may extend beyond their neighborhoods of residence into where they socialize
and where their friends live, as has also been noted by others (Briggs et al., 2010;
Harding, 2010; Nicotera, 2007). He also finds that while serious lawbreaking is linked to
neighborhood factors, minor lawbreaking is more evenly distributed among
neighborhoods. It should be noted that since this research was conducted in Germany the
findings may have limited applicability to the United States.
Overall, this body of literature is supportive of the assertion that youth from
disadvantaged neighborhoods are involved in serious lawbreaking more than other youth.
Two other important themes emerge. One is the importance of peers in much serious
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lawbreaking by youth (Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Oberwittler, 2004; Wright et al., 2014).
This finding is consistent with other theory and research (Leventhal, Dupéré, & BrooksGunn, 2009; Rankin & Quane, 2002). The other is that multiple neighborhoods may be
relevant to youth due to geographically dispersed friendship networks (Oberwittler) and
due to residential moves (Wright et al.).5
There are shortcomings to the literature, however. The shortcomings apply to the
descriptive work reviewed above as well as to explanatory research, such as research on
the related and frequently-studied social disorganization and collective efficacy theories.
In its classic formulation by Shaw and McKay (1942), social disorganization theory
asserts that levels of neighborhood poverty, residential mobility, and ethnic heterogeneity
inversely impact a community’s level of social organization. Social organization is
reflected in the strength of informal social control, echoing earlier theorizing about
mechanical solidarity (Durkheim, 1984). According to Durkheim, mechanical solidarity
is social cohesion based on sameness. As such, social organization is theorized to have an
inverse impact on juvenile delinquency rates. The theory of collective efficacy is social
disorganization theory’s more recent reformulation (Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls,
1997). Collective efficacy is theorized as a form of informal social control, specifically,
the ability of a neighborhood to exert social control based on residents’ shared values.

5

All the literature reviewed in this section relies on self-reported measures of
lawbreaking involvement. While frequently used as proxies for lawbreaking, other
individual-level measures such as arrest reports can more precisely be understood to
measure justice system involvement. As discussed later, justice system contact does not
necessarily correspond with lawbreaking. See Thornberry and Krohn (2000) for a lengthy
discussion of self-report measures of lawbreaking, and Bursik (1988) for a brief review of
self-reported versus officially-recorded lawbreaking.
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Sampson and colleagues find collective efficacy to be important in explaining rates of
neighborhood violence. Further empirical support for these theories has been offered by
scholars such as Morenoff and colleagues (2001), Rankin and Quane (2002), and
Sampson and Groves (1989).
However, while it is well-understood that individual behavior and outcomes relate
to all levels of systems in which an individual is situated, including at the political
economic level (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), quantitative research connecting neighborhood
to lawbreaking tends not to thoroughly address large-scale structural concerns or
specifics of how lawbreaking behavior emerges from neighborhood and other factors. Put
another way, neither the experiences or agency of young people in their communities nor
a full appreciation of macro-structural forces are evident in this literature (e.g., Gotham,
2003; Visser, Bolt, & van Kempen, 2015; Wacquant, 1997). These observations include
research into social disorganization and collective efficacy. I review literature that
addresses this limitation in a later section. First, I briefly address two other topics relating
to serious lawbreaking by youth in disadvantaged neighborhoods: age and gender.

Age, Neuropsychological Development, and Lawbreaking
One of the most consistent observations in criminological research is the “agecrime curve,” the idea that involvement in lawbreaking increases in adolescence, peaks in
late adolescence, typically around age 17, and decreases into adulthood. This general
trend is observed across racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic differences (Hirschi &
Gottfredson, 1983; Shulman et al., 2013). Recent neuropsychological research suggests
that brain development into the early 20s plays a major role in the age profile of people
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involved in lawbreaking. Key findings from this literature include that adolescents are
especially susceptible to peer influences, more likely to engage in risky behavior than
children or adults, and less able to control impulsive behavior than adults, especially in
emotional situations (Cohen et al., 2016; Evans-Chase, 2014; Scott & Steinberg, 2008).
Traumas such as poverty and exposure to violence, common in disadvantaged
neighborhoods, have been shown to negatively impact self-regulatory neuropsychological
development, and this may lead to an increased likelihood of lawbreaking (Evans-Chase).
However, even among these developmental trends, there is still diversity in young
people’s actions. Understanding their agency, and how that agency interacts with their
full context is an important way of understanding this diversity and the actions of those
who do engage in serious lawbreaking.

Gender and Neighborhood Differences in Young People’s Lawbreaking
It is widely recognized that males are more likely to engage in lawbreaking than
females, and that neighborhood disadvantage is a risk factor for such behavior. The
impacts of neighborhood disadvantage on adolescent girls’ and young women’s
involvement in lawbreaking are less well understood, since most research on the
neighborhood distribution of lawbreaking among youth relies on male-only data (Chung
& Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber,
2000).
There is some research that bolsters knowledge in the area of gender,
neighborhood, and lawbreaking. For example, Chauhan and Reppucci (2009) test the
effect of neighborhood disadvantage on violent behavior, delinquent behavior, and
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overall antisocial behavior in a sample of justice system-involved adolescent females.
The authors find neighborhood disadvantage to indirectly predict each outcome.
Witnessing violence, including seeing someone arrested, experiencing physical abuse by
parents, and experiencing physical abuse by peers, are all significant predictors of each
tested outcome.
Other scholars qualitatively study how gender impacts youths’ experiences of
living in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Briggs and colleagues (2010) and Miller (2008)
find that threats and experiences of gender-based and sexual violence, sexual coercion,
and sexual harassment centrally shape how adolescent girls and young women experience
neighborhood space. These concerns, as well as gendered socialization norms, shape the
different ways in which young males and females tend to spend their time in
disadvantaged neighborhoods. While boys and young men frequently have social life “on
the street,” girls and young women more often spend time indoors, right outside their
homes or those of friends and family, or in other spaces with adults present. These
different social patterns have clear implications for males’ and females’ differential
involvement in serious lawbreaking (Clampet-Lundquist et al., 2011).
There are differences by gender in how young people experience disadvantaged
neighborhoods, which matters for understanding gender differences in neighborhood
effects on young people’s serious lawbreaking (Briggs et al., 2010; Clampet-Lundquist et
al., 2011; Fagan & Wright, 2012; Graif, 2015; Miller, 2008). At the same time, the effects
of neighborhood marginality on females’ lawbreaking involvement are less established
than the effects on males’ involvement. It is important to understand differences as well
as commonalities across gender to the extent possible in order to obtain a more complete
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picture of young people’s lawbreaking in their communities. In the next chapter, as part
of my discussion of methods, I explain how I attempt to balance painting a complete
picture with recognizing gender differences in my research. How I attempt this balance is
dictated largely by my sample’s predominantly male gender demographic.

Young People’s Experiences Related to Neighborhood and Lawbreaking
A key part to understanding young people’s engagement in lawbreaking in
disadvantaged communities is understanding the experiences of the youth. Understanding
their experiences and how these experiences relate to social structure, geography, agency,
and culture is crucial to understanding what motivates serious lawbreaking behavior.
More thoroughly understanding what motivates such behavior can lead, in turn, to efforts
to create neighborhoods with less lawbreaking, victimization, and justice system
involvement, leading to better outcomes for all. Research, mostly ethnographic,
highlights youths’ experiences in the cultural space of disadvantaged neighborhoods in
relation to lawbreaking, violence, and justice system contact (Anderson, 1999; Bourgois,
2003; Contreras, 2013; Fader, 2013; Goffman, 2014; Harding, 2010; Miller, 2014; Rios,
2011). However, as will be discussed in more depth below, there is room to expand on
the engagement with space and geography found in this literature.

Culture and Neighborhood Disadvantage
There is a long history of scholarly attempts to describe the situation faced by
marginalized people in cultural terms. Such cultural theories largely fell out of favor
following controversies surrounding work by Oscar Lewis (e.g., 1966) and Daniel Patrick
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Moynihan (1965). First introduced two decades later, Wilson’s (1987, 2012) social
isolation theory emphasizes the isolation of disadvantaged neighborhoods and many of
their residents from “mainstream” institutions and norms. In Wilson’s telling, a number
of shifts in the middle of the twentieth century led to the development of urban cores
populated almost exclusively by poor African Americans. These structural shifts include
economic shifts that brought well-paying manufacturing jobs out of American central
cities as well as the end of legally-enforced racial segregation, allowing many middleclass African Americans to move out of what had previously been socioeconomically
diverse racial ghettos (as described, e.g., by Drake & Cayton, 1945). The community left
behind disproportionately has characteristics frowned upon by dominant society,
including single-mother families, widespread crime and violence, low academic
achievement, unemployment, and reliance on public assistance.
While influential, Wilson’s (1987, 2012) theory has also been critiqued. For
example, Small (2008) observes that Wilson neglects the diversity that exists between
“ghetto” neighborhoods. Wilson and other cultural theorists, such as Anderson (1999)
and Harding (2010), also largely neglect the mobility that people have between
neighborhood spaces.
Anderson’s (1999) “code of the street” thesis, developed through long-term
ethnographic work in North Philadelphia, links a culture of violence among adolescent
boys and young men in inner cities with structural and political economic features.
According to Anderson, inner-city violence can be explained by many young males’
adherence to a subcultural code, in which committing acts of violence leads to respect
and an unwillingness to commit violence risks violent victimization. The code of the
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street is seen as existing in opposition to the “decent” orientation of other residents.
“Decent” youth will often adopt a “street” orientation with peers due to peer pressure and
to avoid victimization. Thus, consistent with prior theorizing (e.g., Shaw & McKay,
1942), Anderson understands that multiple cultural orientations coexist in disadvantaged
neighborhoods. He also argues that the social isolation described by Wilson (1987, 2012)
leads to a need for physical self-reliance: since the police do not reliably protect public
safety, the code of the street developed as a way to assert self-protection. In addition to
Anderson’s (1999) original ethnographic work, the code of the street thesis also receives
some quantitative support (Brezina, Agnew, Cullen, & Wright, 2004; Stewart & Simons,
2006). Anderson’s work has also been critiqued, including for not critically examining
the street-decent dichotomy (Wacquant, 2002).
Harding (2010) builds on prior cultural research with a theory of cultural
heterogeneity. Harding conducts in-depth qualitative interviews with sixty Black and
Latinx adolescent males in three Boston neighborhoods. He takes a cognitive, rather than
a values, approach to culture: instead of focusing on competing value systems as do
Anderson (1999), Shaw and McKay (1942), and others, Harding addresses individuals’
cultural repertoires. Harding argues that people possess multiple cultural frames, or
“lens[es] through which one interprets events, and [which] therefore [impact] how one
reacts,” and scripts, which “provide cultural templates for the sequencing of behaviors or
actions over time” (Harding, 2007, p. 346). A person’s cultural repertoire may include
frames and scripts aligned with “mainstream” as well as “street” orientations, which is
frequently the cause of internal conflicts. The idea of individuals holding contradictory
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frames and scripts in their repertoires is at once more flexible than and inclusive of
Anderson’s (1999) observations about code-switching.
According to Harding (2010), poor neighborhoods are more likely to be culturally
heterogeneous, that is, to exhibit social support for both dominant/middle-class and
alternative cultural models, than other neighborhoods. Harding argues that this greater
likelihood stems primarily from a combination of the public dominance of street culture
(Anderson, 1999), frequently low levels of collective efficacy, which is the ability of
neighborhood residents to collectively manifest shared values (Sampson, 2012; Sampson,
Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997), and institutions such as churches, schools, and media that
promote dominant/“mainstream” cultural norms. Harding’s list of institutions promoting
dominant cultural attitudes and approaches can be expanded to include justice system
institutions, reentry organizations, and families (Fader, 2013; Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles,
Elder, & Sameroff, 1999; Miller, 2014).
Berg, Stewart, Brunson, and Simons (2012) find support for the key theoretical
tenets of cultural heterogeneity in regard to youth violence. Among their findings,
cultural heterogeneity often leads to youth expressing belief in dominant cultural norms
while acting in accordance with street culture. This finding resonates with developmental
neuropsychology: the capacity to critically think through issues develops earlier than the
capacity to act on beliefs in emotional situations (Evans-Chase, 2014; Scott & Steinberg,
2008).
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Youths’ Experiences of Lawbreaking and the Justice System among Neighborhood
Disadvantage
A sizable body of mostly recent ethnographic research illustrates connections
between structure, culture, experiences of space, and individuals’ actions in marginalized
urban areas. Much of this literature focuses on aspects of illegal activity and/or the justice
system. These include research on drug robbers (Contreras, 2013), crack dealers
(Bourgois, 2003), young men’s experiences with the police (Goffman, 2014; Rios, 2011),
reentry from incarceration (Fader, 2013; Miller, 2014), and, as discussed above,
neighborhood violence (Anderson, 1999). This literature examines people’s actions
within their contexts, yet agency as an analytic concept for understanding those actions in
context is largely absent. Important insights into young people’s experiences and actions
are revealed, and the authors take seriously the importance of context on action. At the
same time, not engaging with ideas of agency, particularly in relation to environment,
largely limits their ability to specify practical interventions that can address the issues
they discuss.
Drug trade. While not always the case, the drug trade is frequently at the center
of serious lawbreaking activity and justice system involvement in disadvantaged
neighborhoods. Living in East Harlem, Bourgois (2003) conducts immersive
ethnographic fieldwork with crack dealers in that neighborhood. He is centrally interested
in “the interface between structural oppression and individual action” (p. 10), and
explores the lives of crack dealers and their relationships with elements of the dominant
society. This includes poor schools that led to poor educations and frustrated attempts at
maintaining legitimate employment.
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Contreras (2013) looks at a particular aspect of the drug trade, drug robbers who
rob drug dealers in order to then sell the drugs themselves. He does this through
ethnographic work in his home community of the South Bronx. While requiring brutal
violence and carrying risk of violent victimization, drug robbing has financial
advantages. While a street-level dealer needs to pay a portion of his gross proceeds to his
supplier, a successful drug robber is not similarly indebted. This is important for the drug
robbers Contreras profiles, who are no longer able to support themselves as crack dealers
after changes in the drug market. In addition to highlighting drug robbing as a feature of
the drug trade, Contreras places emotional, microsociological description within the
macrosociological context. He expands his analysis to political decisions and other
external factors which impact the drug trade, and thereby his study participants.
Police encounters. Rios (2011) explores the criminalization of Black and Latinx
boys and young men. Rios conducted three years of fieldwork with forty participants in
Oakland, California. He traces a pattern by which Black and Latinx boys are watched
with suspicion from a young age by police officers and other agents of social control, and
ultimately become involved in lawbreaking, which in turn deepens police and justice
system contact. Sometimes the transition is triggered when a young man is detected
committing an illegal act such as possession of marijuana. This detection happens
because he is already under suspicion. For others, criminalization is a matter of
internalizing the “criminal” labeling that happens over many years.
Rios’ (2011) other key insight is his description of what he calls the overpolicingunderpolicing paradox. As Rios puts it, “Policing seemed to be a ubiquitous part of the
lives of many of these marginalized young people; however, the law was rarely there to
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protect them when they encountered victimization” (p. 54). On the one hand the boys and
young men he observes are overpoliced in the process of criminalization. On the other
hand, the police are not responsive to requests for assistance from the youth or others in
their communities. As in Anderson’s (1999) account, Rios observes that underpolicing
can lead to increased lawbreaking and violence as young men engage in self-protection.
He even reports on multiple instances in which police officers explicitly encouraged such
behavior.
Goffman’s (2014) contribution is less about what happens during police
encounters than about avoiding them. Reporting on six years of immersive fieldwork in a
predominantly Black Philadelphia neighborhood she calls 6th Street, Goffman reveals the
ways in which fear of arrest and incarceration shapes her participants’ choices. Places
where police are encountered or avoided include the street, hospitals, and funerals.
Sometimes the men with whom Goffman engages are sought by the police for serious
lawbreaking; other times it is the result of minor infractions or outstanding warrants. The
regime of mass incarceration is well-documented (e.g., Alexander, 2012; Clear, 2007;
Gottschalk, 2015; Roberts, 2004). While most discussions of mass incarceration involve
the presence of justice system actors, Goffman’s work shows how fear of such actors,
even in their absence, has an impact, as well. This is an illustration of panopticism, where
subjects are continually aware of the possibility of surveillance (Foucault, 1977).
Confinement and reentry. Goffman’s (2014) participants structure their lives
around avoiding arrest and incarceration. For Fader’s (2013) participants, out-ofhome/out-of-community confinement is a shared experience. Fader’s ethnography traces
her participants’ transitions from a reform school for adjudicated juvenile delinquents in
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rural Pennsylvania back to their home communities in Philadelphia. These home
communities are predominantly disadvantaged neighborhoods marked by violence and
limited licit economic opportunity. One of Fader’s concerns is the simultaneous
transitions her participants face of moving from adolescence to young adulthood and
from confinement to reentering their communities. This is a particularly important
concern in light of emerging research showing that the trajectory of psychosocial
development is sensitive to abnormal contexts such as incarceration (Dmitrieva et al.,
2012).
Other concerns of Fader’s (2013) are her participants’ experiences and
interpretations of incarceration and incarceration’s role in their maturation and desistance
from lawbreaking involvement. One notable finding is that despite the structural forces
Fader observes holding her participants back and preventing their full attainment of
“mainstream” roles, the young men she studies largely embrace the viewpoint imparted
by the reform school: that their problems and problematic behaviors stem primarily from
their own choices and errors in thinking. This finding is representative of a larger concern
about the extent to which dominant discourses shape the voice and perceptions of
qualitative research participants who act contrary to dominant norms (see Holstein &
Gubrium, 2003, pp. 20-24).
Miller (2014) also examines the contrast between individual-focused discourses
of desistance and structural factors that impede desistance from lawbreaking. In his
ethnography of prisoner reentry organizations, Miller discusses the “responsibilization of
the poor” (p.314) and shows how reentry programs tend to frame the problems returning
prisoners face in strictly individual terms. Participants’ modes of thinking are particular
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targets, though they sometimes enact their agency through resistance to programmatic
efforts at asserting the dominant narrative. Miller concludes, “Ex-offenders and the
disadvantaged communities they come from are therefore made responsible for their own
social outcomes” (p. 328).
In addition to observing the structural challenges that returning prisoners face
directly, such as housing and labor market challenges, Miller (2014) also places the
reentry programs he studies within the neoliberal turn at the end of the twentieth century.
In the case of reentry, the neoliberal turn involved devolving responsibility for prisoner
rehabilitation from professionals working within prisons to para-professionals working in
privately-run programs. Similarly, De Giorgi (2017) describes the “neoliberal neglect,” or
“low-cost management … of formerly incarcerated people” that ignores or exacerbates
real needs (p. 92). The para-professionals described by Miller are often former prisoners
themselves who fully embrace the individualized narrative. Most participants for the
current study (more than three-quarters) were recruited through reentry from
incarceration programming.

Lawbreaking and Victimization
One complexity that emerges in the lives of young people in marginal
communities is the well-documented overlap between engagement in illegal, frequently
violent activity, and violent and criminal victimization (Jennings et al., 2012; Lauritsen et
al., 1991; Ralph, 2014; Stewart, Schreck, & Simons, 2006). Ralph ethnographically
draws out the unified experience of committing and being victimized by violence while
placing disadvantaged communities in a larger context of political economy and other
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structural forces. Through participant observation with gang members and former gang
members in Chicago, Ralph reveals the intimate relationship between inflicting and
experiencing injury in his participants’ lives.
In addition to Ralph’s (2014) ethnographic findings, Jennings and colleagues
(2012) review quantitative evidence of what they call the “victim-offender overlap.” Out
of 37 studies reviewed, 31 are supportive of the overlap, while six offer mixed or limited
support. None of the studies reviewed by Jennings’ team report findings contrary to the
existence of a victim-offender overlap. Also, research on Anderson’s (1999) code of the
street thesis provides an instructive example. One of Anderson’s premises is that young
Black men in inner-city communities frequently adopt the violent street code as a form of
self-protection from victimization. Stewart and colleagues (2006) test this premise with
longitudinal data from a sample of African American adolescents. Contrary to the youths’
expectations as described by Anderson, Stewart and colleagues find that adopting the
street code leads to more rather than less violent victimization.
Victimization, including its associations with serious lawbreaking, is an important
part of youths’ experiences in disadvantaged communities. As such, it is important to
explore injury and risk of injury as part of the context in which young people’s agency is
situated, and how injury is often a result of lawbreaking actions.

Centering Agency and Expanding the Neighborhood Frame
As the literature shows, ethnography is particularly well-suited to rendering
connections between structure, culture, lived experience, and individual action, given the
methodology’s combination of open-ended interviewing and observation. All of these
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writers are concerned in some way with neighborhood disadvantage and some of them
paint intimate visceral portraits of life in the communities they study (i.e., Bourgois,
2003; Contreras, 2013; Goffman, 2014). However, the geographic focus of each writer is
limited to a single neighborhood, or a few proximate neighborhoods. The literature could
be enriched by ethnographic work into youths’ serious lawbreaking across disadvantaged
neighborhoods that gives particular attention to youths’ geographic lives and spatial
experiences. Attention to spatial experiences is especially important given the diversity
that exists between disadvantaged neighborhoods and people’s geographic mobility
between neighborhoods (Abu-Lughod, 1997; Matthews, 2011; Small, 2004, 2008). The
literature can also be enriched by paying explicit attention to the agency of young
people—to the ways in which they act purposively from within their specific contexts.
Next, I introduce two theoretical lenses to address these concerns about space and
agency. The first is a framework for an expanded geographic outlook. In the second, I
define and elaborate on agency as non-rational and situated. Using these novel lenses to
understand the experiences of young people with histories of serious lawbreaking adds a
layer of understanding that is under-addressed in existing scholarship.

Theoretical Lenses
Two theoretical lenses guide the empirical analyses in Chapters 4 and 5. The first
lens suggests an idea of marginal life space as an expansion of the idea of disadvantaged
neighborhoods. The notion of life space expands spatial possibilities for people’s lives
beyond what is captured by most neighborhood-based approaches. Life space allows for
multiple meaningful spaces in people’s lives, and accommodates the flexibility of
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experienced boundaries of places (Campbell et al., 2009; Coulton et al., 2013; Coulton et
al., 2001; Graif, 2015; Jarrett, 1997; Matthews, 2011; Morenoff et al., 2001; Nicotera,
2007; Peterson & Krivo, 2010). Structural marginality is theorized as powerlessness
among the societally disenfranchised (Billson, 1988); this encompasses more social
layers than the more typical “disadvantaged” designation. I combine these two ideas into
a notion of marginal life space in order to inform understandings of the agency of youth
in areas so described.
The second theoretical lens pertains to agency. Agency can be understood as the
ability to take purposive action in one’s life. Agency is not, however, absolute: the
possibilities for agency are informed by one’s context, including social structural context.
Additionally, agency does not always emerge from reasoning, and emerges in part from
the spaces in which people dwell and their experiences of those spaces (Contreras, 2013;
Duck, 2015; Fernández-Kelly, 2015; Gotham, 2003; Harding, 2007, 2010; Hoggett,
2001).

Disadvantaged Neighborhoods and Marginal Life Space
Much scholarship is devoted to exploring the impacts of growing up or residing in
a disadvantaged neighborhood. While the research yields important findings, including
regarding lawbreaking by youth (Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Graif,
2015; Oberwittler, 2004, 2005; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000;
Wright et al., 2014), it is also critiqued for a number of reasons. One set of arguments can
be grouped under Madden’s (2014) critique of what he calls “the ‘Westphalian
neighborhood imaginary,’” which “portrays the city as fully divided among different
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neighborhoods, pictured as non-overlapping and of clear outline, almost as sovereign
republics” (p. 473). This imaginary is implicit in the common practice of studying
neighborhood effects by uncritically placing people geographically within a single unit of
census geography (e.g., Brooks-Gunn et al., 1997; Goering & Feins, 2003; Sampson et
al., 1997; Sharkey, 2013). Neighborhood effects research is also challenged for not
recognizing the diversity that exists between disadvantaged neighborhoods (Small, 2004,
2008). Due to these shortcomings, I develop a “life space” frame to focus geographically
on certain lawbreaking by youth, rather than using the dominant neighborhood paradigm.
Also, the meaning of neighborhood disadvantage is frequently undertheorized in
neighborhood effects, especially as regards connections with elements of the larger social
structure. I suggest discussing the structural marginality of certain spaces as an
alternative approach (Billson, 1988). Combining these elements, a concept of “marginal
life space” may be a more fruitful frame than “disadvantaged neighborhood” for
understanding how young people in such geographies enact their agency, and for how
that agency is situated in and by these geographies.
Neighborhoods and life space. Synthesizing several perspectives from the
literature, neighborhoods can be defined as small residential areas whose individual and
family residents are likely to interact socially with one another, and which function as
residents’ perceived environments, a part of their identity, and sites where they directly
encounter political, economic, and other societal structures. Individual and collective
values and neighborhoods’ socio-political histories influence these social processes
(Campbell et al., 2009; Elliott et al., 2006; Gephart, 1997; Martin, 2003). In short, they
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represent people’s meaningful geography, and as such, link together individual lives and
manifestations of broader forces.
The most commonly used method of geographic partitioning in neighborhoods
research is based on units of census geography (e.g., Brooks-Gunn et al., 1997; Chauhan
& Reppucci, 2009; Goering & Feins, 2003; Peterson & Krivo, 2010; Sampson et al.,
1997; Sharkey, 2013; Wikström & Loeber, 2000). This is logical, given the vast amount
of data available by census tract and block group. However, research shows that
residents’ subjectively experienced neighborhood borders not only do not correspond
with census boundaries, but also that those borders are contingent, even changing over
the course of a single interview (Campbell et al., 2009; Coulton et al., 2013; Coulton et
al., 2001; Jarrett, 1997). Thus, variables measured by census geography may not be
meaningful for residents’ lived experiences.
Beyond the challenge of placing boundaries, the very idea of a bounded
neighborhood may not be the best way to capture people’s spatial experiences. One
reason for this is spatial dynamics, which is the notion that places are interdependent, and
that what happens in one place impacts what happens at another (Morenoff et al., 2001).
Focusing exclusively on the census tract or otherwise bounded neighborhood where
somebody lives “overlooks the embeddedness of neighborhoods within a broader spatial
context” (Morenoff et al., p. 91). Such embeddedness, the fact that neighborhoods are not
islands unto themselves, has been found to affect lawbreaking involvement and crime
patterns (Graif, 2015; Morenoff et al.; Peterson & Krivo, 2010). For example, Graif finds
differing characteristics of adjoining areas to lead to variability in lawbreaking and risky
behavior for adolescent boys living in disadvantaged areas. Morenoff and colleagues find
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the homicide rates of surrounding areas to independently predict neighborhoods’
homicide rates, while Peterson and Krivo find structural attributes of surrounding areas,
including residential instability, crime rates, neighborhood disadvantage, and racial
composition, to predict neighborhood violent and property crime rates.
It is logical that such spatial dynamics make a difference in youths’ experiences.
People routinely cross neighborhood boundaries. Whenever people in a young person’s
life cross a boundary, whether friends, family members, teachers, police officers, other
institutional actors, or the youth themselves, there is the potential for spatial dynamics.
A related concern is “spatial polygamy,” the idea that people live their lives in
multiple geographic spaces (Matthews, 2011). For example, a young person may live in
one neighborhood and socialize mostly in another (Harding, 2010; Nicotera, 2007).
Researchers approach the phenomenon of spatial polygamy by eliciting and mapping
participants’ routine activity patterns and important places (Basta et al., 2010; Bichler et
al., 2011; Boschmann & Cubbon, 2014; Carpiano, 2009; Flynn, Richmond, Branas &
Wiebe, 2017; Kitchin, 1994; Matthews; Visser, Bolt, and van Kempen, 2015). Some
scholars engage in activity space research, which seeks to capture the geography of
people’s daily lives. Activity space has been investigated with regard to adolescents’
feelings of safety (Flynn et al.), sites of juvenile lawbreaking (Bichler et al.), and
proximity to alcohol outlies (Basta et al.). Crucially, however, spatial polygamy is not
just a function of spatial activity over the course of a day or a week, but also involves
changes in meaningful geography over different stages of life, as through residential
moves (Matthews; Wright et al., 2014).
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Neighborhoods research is complicated by the challenges in placeing
neighborhood boundaries, spatial dynamics, and spatial polygamy. As such, the current
study’s conception of life space builds on and aims to extend the neighborhoods
framework. As used here, life space strives to more fully conceptualize the geography of
people’s lives by taking into account their subjective neighborhoods and surrounding
areas, daily activity space, and mobility throughout life. Also central to this idea of life
space is an understanding of spaces’ existence within the political economic context.
Sites of structural marginality. When neighborhoods—components of people’s
life spaces—are described as disadvantaged, the conceptualization typically involves
concentrations of families living below the poverty line, racial minorities, single mother
families, welfare recipients, and unemployment. Some scholars go beyond demographics
and pay attention to disadvantaged neighborhoods as sites where adolescents, their peers,
and families directly encounter frequently challenging political, economic, and other
societal structures (Fernández-Kelly, 2015; Gephart, 1997; Martin, 2003). Scholars
affirm that such structural attributes are rooted in and perpetuated by public policy
choices (Clear, 2007; Massey & Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1987, 2012).
The connection between structural attributes and policy choices is important: the
neighborhoods that make up a person’s life space form and exist in broader social,
political, economic, and historical contexts. In their life spaces, residents encounter larger
structural phenomena such as residential segregation, processes of economic investment
and disinvestment, and various forms of state action and inaction. Segregation, though no
longer de jure, has clear public policy roots (Massey & Denton, 1993). Processes of
investment and disinvestment emerge from decisions by private capital, often encouraged
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by government policy at multiple levels (Harvey, 2005; Madden, 2014; Slater, 2013).
Federal, state, and local governments also act in local contexts through institutions such
as welfare agencies, courts, and the police (Alexander, 2012; Fernández-Kelly, 2015;
Goffman, 2014). Additionally, political and economic decisions are important in
neighborhood formation (Clark, 2002; Madden), and have also been linked explicitly to
rates of court involvement for neighborhood youth (Bursik, 1989). All of these issues
matter for young people’s and other residents’ experiences of the spaces they inhabit.
Structural marginality offers a useful way of understanding the observable
markers of disadvantage in the larger political economic context. Billson (1988) defines
structural marginality as “the political, social, and economic powerlessness of certain
disenfranchised and/or disadvantaged segments within societies” (p. 185). She further
describes the concept as originating from the application of conflict theories to Park’s
(1928) “marginal man,” who is in but not of a particular society. Billson’s use refers to
marginalized populations generally. I add a geographic connotation to the term in order to
take account of the frequent interrelations between geographic space and social position
in U.S. society. I prefer the term “structural marginality” to others, such as neighborhood
disadvantage or concentrated disadvantage, because structural marginality keeps two
important ideas in the foreground: one, however resilient they are and whatever their
strengths, communities so positioned exist at the margins of what powerful institutions
treat as normative society. Two, the situation is not a matter of happenstance or luck, but
rather the direct result of social and economic policy structures, both formal and
informal, past and present.
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Common aspects of life in structurally marginal spaces include substandard
schools, dearth of licit economic opportunities, ubiquitous drug market activity, violence,
and a poorly maintained physical environment. These aspects can be seen as cyclically
stemming from and contributing to the relative powerlessness of impoverished
communities of color (see Sharkey, 2013, for an examination of how some of this cycle
perpetuates over multiple generations). Some of the ways in which structural forces,
neighborhood demographics, and individual lives intersect in structurally marginal areas
are traced ethnographically, including in some of the literature reviewed above (e.g.,
Bourgois, 2003; Fernández-Kelly; Small, 2004).
Diversity between neighborhoods and shared marginality. There is a paradox in
considering marginal neighborhoods. On the one hand, there are commonalities between
such areas in general demographic profile, some common experiences of residents, and
typically challenging relationships with larger societal power structures. To illustrate, a
young person’s experience could be a strong example of spatial polygamy, while all of
his meaningful spaces are areas of structural marginality. That is, he may have lived in
several different places and routinely travel between different neighborhoods, yet all of
these places share the characteristics discussed above. Such a hypothetical case reflects
possibilities presented in prior empirical findings (e.g., Clampet-Lundquist et al., 2011).
A qualitative researcher could, then, conduct research with young people with diverse life
spaces, all of which are rooted in different configurations of marginal neighborhoods.
This would be an example of what Marcus (1998) terms “multi-locale ethnography.”
Multi-locale ethnography conceives of the research site as located in multiple
geographies as a way of taking into account the interconnections between places and
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places’ shared macro contexts. As such, this approach has the potential to expand
analyses connecting micro- to macro-level processes beyond what is typically
accomplished in ethnographies that focus on single geographic areas (e.g., Bourgois,
2003; Duck, 2015; Sanders, 2005; Small, 2004).
At the same time, other scholars emphasize the diversity that exists across
neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantaged (Abu-Lughod, 1997; Small, 2004, 2008).
For example, Small (2008) notes that poor Black neighborhoods differ widely in
population density and institutional density. New York City and Detroit both have areas
of structural marginality, yet it is not hard to imagine differences in experience between
living packed in tightly in Harlem and living among vacant houses in Detroit. Thus, even
while approaching multiple neighborhoods as part of a unified “site” it is also important
to also consider heterogeneity. This paradox is captured in Small’s (2004) “conditional
approach” to studying poor neighborhoods: such areas do not all conform to a universal
type, nor should they each be treated entirely individually, conceptually isolated from one
another.
Youth in structurally marginal life spaces. While there is a fair amount of
literature supporting the idea of life space in contrast to neighborhood as the foundation
for people’s geographic lives, empirical explorations of people’s life spaces are more
limited. Such research is especially valuable with youth, both because youth tend to have
somewhat less say in their life space geographies than others and because such a large
volume of neighborhood effects scholarship is concerned with young people’s
developmental outcomes (e.g., Brooks-Gunn et al., 1997; Chauhan & Reppucci, 2009;
Chetty, Hendren, & Katz, 2015; Clampet-Lundquist et al., 2011; Elliott et al., 2006;
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Furstenberg, et al., 1999; Goering & Feins, 2003; Harding, Gennetian, Winship,
Sanbonmatsu, & Kling, 2010; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Rankin & Quane, 2002;
Rubinowitz & Rosenbaum, 2000; Sampson, Sharkey, & Raudenbush, 2008; SchaeferMcDaniel, 2009).
Also, exploring young people’s life spaces through the lens of structural
marginality advances scholarship on disadvantaged neighborhoods by paying attention to
simultaneous complex influences. The current empirical work reflects the richness of
spatial life in a way census-based understandings of disadvantage do not. Prior
ethnographic work also highlights such connections, between, for example, lawbreaking,
injury, and justice system actors (Ralph, 2014; Rios, 2011). The current framework builds
on this work by both providing a theoretical language for understanding these
connections as spatially-rooted, and by emphasizing the simultaneous commonalities and
differences between structurally marginal spaces. As articulated in Research Question 1
below, the geography of young people’s life spaces, how they experience those spaces,
and the functioning of structural marginality in those spaces are all areas to explore.

Agency in Context
The contexts in which people live, including their life spaces, helps create the
limits and possibilities for people’s actions, that is, for their agency. Neighborhood
context includes microsociological daily life and interactions as well as social structures,
social institutions, and the like. In marginalized areas, these tend to include substandard
schools, dearth of legal employment opportunities, ubiquitous drug market activity,
violence, poorly maintained physical environments, and racial segregation. Specific
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neighborhood cultural conditions—the forms and scripts that inform residents’ cultural
repertoires—emerge from these elements, and all of it contributes to the agency-shaping
context. Immediately below, I first discuss the concept of agency generally. I then
develop this concept with ideas of agency as non-rational and situated. I conclude with a
brief discussion of agency in the context of structural marginality.
Agency is a theoretically fraught concept. Some writers contend that it necessarily
implies a degree of social power, free of structural constraints, while other scholars argue
that it refers to the ability to take any action at all in one’s life, including coping and
surviving in the face of powerful, antagonistic external forces. For some it is necessarily
reflexive or creative; for others those attributes are not required (Campbell, 2009; Frost &
Hoggett, 2008; Hoggett, 2001; Parsell et al., 2017). Some writers even discuss nonhuman
agency (Barad, 2007; Bennett, 2005).
I use a broad definition for human agency, defining agency as a person’s ability to
take purposive action in one’s life. To enact agency is to act on that ability; it is to take
action directed at a purpose. Under this definition, most human action qualifies as
agency: applying for a job, doing one’s homework, smoking marijuana before school,
robbing a store, skipping a stone in a pond. As will be elaborated below, impulsive action
is agency, too (Hoggett, 2001). Instances of intoxication and implicit or explicit coercion
may constitute exceptions, where the actor is not really in control, neither reflexively nor
instinctively. Even this is slippery, however. Take, for example the case of one’s life
being threatened unless they engage in some particular action. The person could refuse to
perform the action, fully cognizant of the consequences. Certainly the refusal to act—and
consequent self-sacrifice—constitutes an enactment of agency. Should acting under
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coercion, in order to preserve one’s life, be considered any less agentic? With this overall
definition established, I next expand on my definition of agency by describing it as nonrational and situated.
Non-rational agency. One useful model of agency is presented by Hoggett
(2001). Hoggett describes his model of agency as non-rationalist and based on “a nonunitarist model of the subject” (p. 42). Drawing on psychological theory, he argues that
while many conceptions of agency assume a single, rational self as agent, people are
complex and made up of multiple selves. These multiple selves, which can also be
thought of as competing impulses, lead to non-rationality: “We do not always know why
we are doing what we are doing as we do it” (p. 52).
Agency can but need not emerge from reflection and thought; agentic action can
be impulsive. Also, agency is not a given in all situations (Hoggett, 2001). Hoggett
suggests a two-axis, four quadrant model. The vertical axis goes, top to bottom, from
“reflexivity” to “non-reflexivity,” and the horizontal axis goes, right to left, from “self-asagent” to “self-as-object,” the latter reflecting that people do sometimes experience
powerlessness. Starting at the top right and moving clockwise, then, the four quadrants
represent (A) reflexive agency expressed within the parameters of the given context, (B)
impulsive or instinctual action that is not the product of rational thought, (C) the
experience of domination to the extent that it impacts people’s “capacity to find words to
think about their experience and therefore upon their own sense of identity” (p. 48), and
(D) reflection on an experience of powerlessness, respectively. Notably, some scholars
use a narrower definition of agency, for example requiring consciousness and reflection
as part of agency (Parsell et al., 2017).
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The implication in Hoggett’s (2001) telling is that people and events can move
fluidly through the four quadrants. For example, a teenager may be fully aware of the
poor quality education his local school offers but be unable to do anything about the
school’s quality (D). Since he is getting nothing from school, he may choose to drop out
and join the neighborhood drug trade, intending to pursue a GED at a later date (A). At
the same time, the stress of his situation and his spatial experiences in the streets make it
more likely that he will act violently (B), which lead to his being arrested. He is sent to a
juvenile boot camp, during which experience he experiences complete powerlessness and
starts to think of himself as a criminal and a nobody (C).
Situated agency. If most human action is considered agency, as it is under my
definition, discussions of what is and what is not agency have limited analytic value.
More valuable is exploring the nature of that agency, how and in what situations it is
enacted. Hoggett’s (2001) model presents a template for exploring aspects of the nature
of human agency. Another key aspect of human agency is how people’s actions interact
with their contexts. Understanding this aspect of agency can contribute to understandings
of contextual interventions that can positively influence people’s actions.
As such, crucial to my understanding of agency is the idea that it is situated, that it
is intimately related to agents’ contexts. Understanding what actions different people
take, operating from within their particular circumstances, helps further understandings of
the interplay between action and environment. What’s more, understanding similarities
and differences in how different people agentially respond to similar contexts can help
suggest policies and practices that take seriously both people’s agency and the external
factors that affect that agency.
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Not only is agency a theoretically fraught concept, but the very notion of agency
is a contested idea. The issue “largely concerns the degree of autonomy that should be
attributed to individual actors as opposed to the constraining (if not determining) power
of social structure” (Campbell, 2009, pp. 407-408). Some scholars of social marginality
are particularly suspicious of agency, arguing that structural forces are far more potent
(Bourgois, 1997).
Most contemporary researchers writing about urban marginality describe a middle
ground where people make choices and engage in actions, and are also subject to the
pressures of and guided in their actions by various, frequently spatially-manifested,
external forces (Anderson, 1999; Contreras, 2013; Duck, 2015; Fader, 2013; FernándezKelly, 2015; Goffman, 2014).6 Illustrating this, neighborhood effects have been found to
be heterogeneous, based in large part on choices that residents make (Elliott et al., 2006;
Furstenberg et al., 1999; Harding et al., 2010; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Small,
2004). Rather than determining outcomes, spatially-informed structural factors shape
residents’ experiences of space, interactions with institutional actors, and local cultural
orientations, which together create the limits and possibilities for people’s actions.
Notably, while these authors describe agency they rarely name it and even more rarely
define it. This is especially noteworthy in light of Parsell and colleagues’ (2017) assertion
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Some observers may question the notion of choice, especially in light of current
neuropsychological research suggesting the importance of neuro-biochemical pathways
in forming behavior (e.g., as reviewed by Scott & Steinberg, 2008). Others, also drawing
on current research in the natural sciences, reject such reductionist thinking. For example,
Barad (2007) argues that “It would be wrong to simply assume that… sociology is
reducible to biology, which is reducible to chemistry, which in turn is reducible to
physics. Quantum physics undercuts reductionism as a worldview” (p. 24).
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that engaging with the “socially mediated expressions of human agency” of marginalized
people is a social justice imperative (Parsell, 2017, p. 252).
The middle ground of engaging in action while being subject to external forces is
particularly illustrated in one of Contreras’s (2013) observations. He notes, “Middle class
teens proved toughness on athletic fields and rinks, and if violent enough, received
university scholarships; South Bronx youths with drug market exposure proved their
courage in other ways” (p. 58). Of course, not every South Bronx youth engages in drug
violence and not every middle class teen plays team sports, but when adolescents want to
prove their toughness and have the physical prowess to back it up, they are likely to do so
in the class- and place-based ways Contreras describes. Significantly, the operation of
street culture tropes—the presence of the streets as described in Chapters 4 and 5—in the
South Bronx adds to the pressure youth there are likely to face to demonstrate toughness.
Additionally, Gotham (2003) theorizes “agency as a spatial phenomenon,” suggesting
that “different spatial meanings enable or constrain particular forms of social action and
behavior” (p. 724). Agency is spatially situated. One’s experiences matter, too: young
people’s perceptions and experiences of their life spaces appear to be at least as important
in situating their agency as are objective factors (Byrnes et al., 2007; Schaefer-McDaniel,
2009; Seidman et al., 1998).
To describe agency as situated is to theoretically articulate this middle ground.
Choi (2007) defines situated agency as an agency that exists in relation to people’s social
contexts, including language, discourse, and traditions. Especially when talking about
structural marginality, material and institutional conditions need to be taken into account,
as well. This expansion is consistent with Wacquant’s (1997) use of the term, when he
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argues for the importance of “recognizing, and specifying, the institutional bases and
limits of the situated agency of ghetto residents” (p. 347). For example, economic
hardship, poor quality schools, pervasive threats of violence, and active police
harassment operate alongside society’s prevailing attitudes and locally dominant cultural
frames to form the context in which agency is enacted. None of these factors are
deterministic—people are not automatons—but they do have an important impact.
Situated agency, then, speaks simultaneously to people’s ability to engage in purposive
action and to the ways in which people are guided in those actions by contextual factors.
Explicit attention to this duality of action and context has been largely absent from
scholarship about young people’s serious lawbreaking, especially such work that also
pays attention to spatial and geographic heterogeneity in their lives.
Situated, non-rational agency among structural marginality. On a psychological
level, this spatially situated non-rational agency rejects unified rationalist understandings
of people. People have the capacity for multiple simultaneous internal influences. As
such, put in the terms of the theory of cultural heterogeneity, youth are more likely to
draw on competing frames and scripts if they live in certain spaces (Harding, 2010). This
is because conditions of structural marginality lead to public dominance of the street code
coupled with exposure to dominant/middle-class values through family networks, the
media, and local institutions, and consequently exposure to a multiplicity of orientations
(Anderson, 1999; Berg et al., 2012; Billson, 1988; Harding, 2007, 2010).
There is thus an increased likelihood that youth living among structural
marginality will at once express agreement with societally dominant norms while acting
contrary to those norms, such as through violence and other societally censured illegal
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activity (Berg et al., 2012; Harding, 2007). Such actions express a non-rational agency
that emerges from both reflection and instinct based on competing impulses (Hoggett,
2001). Neighborhood institutions, elements of structural marginality, and other factors
form the context in which this non-rational agency is expressed, creating the limitations
and possibilities in which agency operates. This is no less the case when enacting agency
involves serious lawbreaking behavior.
Enactments of agency: youth and lawbreaking among structural marginality.
Exploring these enactments of agency through the theoretical lens outlined above is
valuable for understanding young people and lawbreaking among structural marginality.
This is an important phenomenon to understand because young people engage in
lawbreaking at higher rates than people of other ages (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983;
Shulman et al., 2013), and because young people from areas of structural marginality are
more likely to engage in it than other youth (Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011;
Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000; Wright et al., 2014).
I build on prior ethnographic work by contributing an explicit theorization of
agency, one that is situated and non-rational. In key studies on lawbreaking and
marginality, including work by Anderson (1999), Rios (2011), Bourgois (2003),
Contreras (2013), and Goffman (2014), the nature of participants’ agency is implied.
Bringing that concept to the fore provides a framework for talking about human agency,
its meaning, and limits in ways that can inform future research, policy, and practice. I do
this by asking how young people in areas of structural marginality enact their agency.
Specifically, I explore patterns in their agency, identifying situations to which they often
respond with serious lawbreaking, and examine how their enactments of agency relate to
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their life spaces. With the knowledge gained, it is possible to identify contextual
interventions with the potential to lessen serious lawbreaking by members of this
population by altering the contexts in which their agency is situated.

Research Questions
Coming out of the foregoing discussion and the previous chapter, this dissertation
addresses the following research questions:

1. For adolescents and young adults who live in areas marked by structural
marginality, what are some aspects of their life spaces, including spatial and
experiential aspects?
a. What is the role of individual neighborhoods in these young people’s life
spaces and in their experiences of those life spaces?
b. What is the geography of their life spaces, and how does it relate to their
experiences?
c. How is structural marginality manifest in these individuals’ life spaces?
2. In areas marked by structural marginality, how do adolescents and young adults,
with a focus on adolescent boys and young men, enact their agency, especially
when it leads to serious lawbreaking behavior? This involves an understanding of
agency as non-rational and situated in and by one’s spatial experience.
a. Are there certain situations to which these youth often respond with serious
lawbreaking? How do these responses express agency?
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b. How do these enactments of agency relate to the young people’s life spaces
and to their experiences of those life spaces?

Through addressing these questions, this dissertation generates further knowledge
about young people’s life spaces and agency in the context of structural marginality, with
specific focus on serious lawbreaking. Such knowledge, generated with a rich
theorization of agency, can help inform policy and practice shifts that will lessen the
individual and community marginalization of structurally marginal communities and their
residents. The use of the geographically-inclusive frame of marginal life space, in
combination with ideas of multi-locale ethnography, yields knowledge that takes both
young people’s lived geography and connections between space, institutions, and public
policy, more fully into account.
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Chapter 3 - Research Design, Methodology, and Sample

Methodology Overview
This study is ethnographic in orientation. It takes a holistic perspective, “viewing
all aspects of the phenomenon under study as parts of an interrelated whole” (Padgett,
2008, p. 31), as is characteristic of an ethnographic approach. Thus, individual
lawbreaking behavior, agency, structural and institutional forces, and life space mutually
inform and are informed by each other. A hallmark of ethnographic methods is the
combination over time of open-ended interviewing with observation of context and
people in context. This combination can be especially useful in eliciting the complex
relationship between behavior, the often competing cognitive, emotional, and impulsive
processes that relate to it, and external structures and pressures.
Specifically, the study borrows from “multi-locale ethnography” the idea of
conceiving of the research site as located in multiple geographies as a way of taking into
account the interconnections between places and places’ shared macro contexts (Marcus,
1998). Consistent with ideas of spatial polygamy (Matthews, 2011) and life space, multilocale, or multi-sited, ethnography understands that “[o]bjects of study are mobile and
multiply situated” (Kjeldgaard, Csaba & Ger, 2006, p. 527). This is appropriate here
because I approach the phenomenon of lawbreaking by young people with structurally
marginal life spaces as a geographically diverse phenomenon with connections to a
shared macro context of policy, institutions, and cultural repertoires. This is my rationale
for recruiting participants from different neighborhoods, as is uncommon in ethnographic
research on the topic.
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As is common in qualitative research, research design followed an emergent
process. That is, as recruitment, data collection, and analysis proceeded, new information
led to shifts in methods (Creswell, 2013). In order to address the research questions, the
study engaged with 14 adolescents and young adults whose life spaces involve structural
marginality. All have histories of lawbreaking and justice system involvement; most (11)
have histories of serious lawbreaking. Data sources are in-depth interviews, participantguided neighborhood tours, and independent neighborhood observations. These methods
provide insight into participants’ life experiences while putting those experiences in
larger ecological contexts (Carpiano, 2009; Evans & Jones, 2011). I analyzed the data
using coding-based qualitative analysis techniques. I also paid attention to validity in the
study and ethical concerns surrounding recruitment, privacy, and confidentiality.

Recruitment and Participants
Participants for this project were 14 adolescents and young adults (ages 15-23) in
New York City whose life spaces involve structural marginality and who have histories
of lawbreaking and justice system involvement. Most (11 of 14) have histories of serious
lawbreaking. Serious lawbreaking is understood here as involvement in a felony-level
illegal act (discussed more fully below, under “History of serious lawbreaking”).
Participants were predominantly male (12, 86%), with 2 (14%) female participants. The
sample is smaller than would be ideal, but, as discussed below, recruitment posed
considerable challenges. Also, as further discussed below, a fifteenth young person
participated but I judged there to be major validity problems with the data from his
interview and so excluded him from analyses. Immediately below, I discuss the
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recruitment process. This process required a good deal of flexibility to respond to
recruitment challenges and early findings. Following that I introduce the study
participants.

Recruitment and Selection Criteria
Recruitment process. Recruitment was multi-pronged. Three organizations
assisted with recruitment. One, an alternative to incarceration program for adolescents
and young adults, mailed recruitment fliers to approximately 400 youth who had ended
formal involvement with the program in the previous two years and made targeted phone
calls to youth they believed may be especially inclined to participate in the research.
Since this organization’s services are conducted in youths’ homes, there were not
appropriate occasions where I could either make a group presentation about the research
or “hang out” to attempt to engage potential participants. I have a longstanding
relationship with this agency, and at the start of recruitment this was the only agency
assisting me. When their efforts led to only two participants, this organization’s
management introduced me to personnel at several other organizations who could
potentially help and might be willing.
The introductions led to the additional assistance of two reentry organizations. I
made two presentations to involved youth during groups at each of these programs.
Approximately thirty-five potential participants total were at these sessions. Additionally,
at the end of interviews I asked participants to share information about the study with
others they know who might be interested and eligible (eligibility discussed below). I
compensated participants with a $40 Visa gift card after each interview for their time and
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willingness to share.7 Recruitment efforts led to contacts with 27 potentially interested
young people, out of which 15 consented and participated, including the one whose data I
decided not to use.
This is a very challenging population to engage. Numerous phone calls, emails,
and text messages went unanswered, and appointments were missed. Immersive
fieldwork, where access and trust are built over time, is common in ethnographic work
and frequently effective at allaying the ambivalence of many potential participants (e.g.,
Bourgois, 2003; Contreras, 2013; Duck, 2015; Goffman, 2014; Rios, 2011). A youth
leader at one of my recruitment sessions who declined to participate recommended such
an approach. Some scholars note, however, that people may be more comfortable in
“one-off” interview relationships where they do not anticipate encountering the
interviewer again (Adler & Adler, 2003). Since my interest was in speaking with young
people from multiple geographies immersive community-based fieldwork would have
been impractical.
Two vignettes from recruitment highlight the marginality of the population, and
introduce some themes that are taken up in the following chapters: one of the
participants, Jonathan, called me. He was with a friend who was interested in
participating. This friend had no phone and no home; he slept on friends’ couches. We
arranged to meet at Jonathan’s house the next week. I was not able to reach either to

7

I began the study offering $25 but was able to increase the amount after receiving
external grant funding. The first two participants, Maurice and John, received the lower
amount. I gave John an additional $15 at his second interview to make up the difference
from the first, but was unsuccessful in contacting Maurice for follow-up. Here, as
elsewhere, all person names are pseudonyms.
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confirm the appointment, and when I arrived for it, neither Jonathan nor his friend were
there. When I finally did hear from Jonathan he was apologetic, saying that he had been
briefly incarcerated, which is why he missed the appointment and hadn’t returned my
messages sooner. I don’t know if his friend had any ambivalence about being
interviewed. I do know that he expressed some interest and his situation suggested that
the $40 I offered was badly needed. However much he may have wanted to assert his
agency and keep the appointment, a number of factors relating to his and his
environments’ marginality militated against this. He lacked the basic stability of a home,
had no way of contacting me, and his friend (Jonathan) was a less than fully reliable
intermediary, if for no other reason than his numerous police contacts and arrests.
Illuminating the uncertainty of life for this population in an even more
fundamental way, at the end of my first interview with RB he said that his cousin would
be coming home from prison soon and might be interested in the study. RB would give
him the information when he came home. At RB’s second interview he told me that
shortly after his cousin returned he died under circumstances that RB found suspicious.
These vignettes start to show some of the profound, even mortal, challenges faced by
young people in situations of structural marginality. For the present discussion,
instability, uncertainty, and marginality in and about potential participants’ lives starkly
created further challenges in study recruitment, at least in these two situations.
Selection criteria and emergent design. The three main criteria for study
participation involved age, geography, and lawbreaking history, and I began with very
explicit clearly-defined criteria. However, early on in recruitment and data collection I
realized that a rigid approach was inappropriate to the phenomenon I was seeking to
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understand. Flexibility was required, especially around geography and lawbreaking
history.
Age. The age range for eligibility was 12-23 years old. This broad range was
intended to help elicit experiences of teenagers more likely to be in the early stages of
lawbreaking involvement as well as those of individuals in late adolescence and their
early twenties who may be able to be more reflective about their past activities. Enrolled
participants ranged in age from 15-23, with 2 participants under 18 and 12 participants
older than 18.
Neighborhood disadvantage/marginal life space. The initial geographic criterion
for study participation was residence for at least one year in either a census tract with at
least 30% of families living below the official poverty line and non-Latinx Whites
making up no more than ⅓ of the population, or in a public housing complex. Prior
scholarship affirms racial composition and household economic profile as two crucial
demographic indicators of neighborhood disadvantage (Clampet-Lundquist & Massey,
2008; Sharkey, 2013; Wacquant, 1997). Scholars also address the unique features of
public housing complexes when considering neighborhood disadvantage in relation to
local lawbreaking activities (MacDonald, 2015; Sampson, 1990).
However, this approach had important limits. One, as numerous scholars observe
census boundaries do not necessarily correspond with people’s lived geography
(Campbell et al., 2009; Coulton et al., 2001, 2013; Matthews, 2011; Nicotera, 2007). For
the young people with whom I spoke, as for the whole population, tract and block group
boundaries go down the middle of people’s streets, or are just a few doors down from
their homes. Some participants live in census tracts that do not meet my initial criteria,
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but their block group does; for others it is the reverse. This relative arbitrariness of census
geography was in addition to hearing the importance of spatial polygamy, or lives lived
in multiple geographic spaces, to participants’ experiences in the interviews I conducted
(Matthews). In the end, this criterion became young people subjectively calling their
neighborhoods “rough.” This transition allowed for a greater openness to neighborhood
areas as subjectively experienced. It also shifted my attention to the full geography of
people’s lives, in contrast to a static understanding of neighborhood place. Related, this
process also marked a conceptual shift from neighborhood disadvantage to marginal life
space, as expanded on in the next chapter.
History of serious lawbreaking. Primary interest in this study is in young people
who have been involved in serious lawbreaking. As such, a history of such involvement
was a crucial criterion. I operationalize serious lawbreaking as involvement in a felonylevel act. The research proposal went further, specifying that this would be according to
New York State law.
In considering how to define serious lawbreaking one important decision is whose
perspective determines seriousness. Many scholars (e.g., Fabio et al., 2011; Oberwittler,
2004; Schubert et al., 2004) choose to designate certain charges as “serious” themselves.
While generally done on sound basis and with good reasoning, the designation is still, to
a degree, arbitrary. Serious lawbreaking classification has also been based on public
opinion research (Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000; Wolfgang et al.,
1985). Given how consequential it is for the lives that it touches, the legal system’s
classification is a strong candidate for consideration, for example by designating felonies
as serious. Schubert and colleagues partially take this approach: they use felonies as the
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basis for their seriousness classification, though that research team excludes some
felonies and includes some misdemeanors in their criteria. Of course, following legal
classifications is no less arbitrary than a researcher deciding: the line between felony and
misdemeanor is variable based on jurisdiction and emerges from a very human policy
process. Yet it is an arbitrariness with real-world consequences, since the classification of
a criminal charge matters greatly to the length and nature of a person’s contact with the
justice system. Therefore, that is the definition I opted to use here: by serious
lawbreaking I mean involvement in a felony-level act. These include acts such as
robbery, burglary, assault, and drug sales.
While participants were almost all recruited through programs servicing justice
system-involved youth, I could not take for granted that all program participants had been
involved in felony-level acts; ensuring fidelity to this criterion required further screening.
However, this brought with it operational challenges. One challenge was that
lawbreaking history is a sensitive topic and asking about it at first contact is not only poor
engagement practice but may not get a truthful response. For example, one young man
vigorously denied ever having broken the law when he first called me and I did not enroll
him in the study at that point. I did reach out to him later after shifting recruitment
criteria, and lawbreaking involvement did emerge during the interview. As data
collection proceeded I learned that young people might have been arrested for one thing,
focus on one illegal act early in our research relationship, and then speak in greater depth
about a range of activities as they grew comfortable.
Another operational challenge was identifying what are and are not felony-level
acts. I did not have access to court records for official charges, and most participants
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talked about their acts but not the official charge name. Also, some participants discussed
acts they had committed but not been caught for. How would these acts be legally
classified? The plea bargain process, where one sometimes officially acknowledges a less
serious act than that actually committed highlights the arbitrariness of legal classification;
this process was discussed by both Moses and Tommy.
Clearly, my initial approach was both limiting and impractical, and I broadened
my scope for recruitment. Since my primary source for participants was programs for
justice system-involved youth, I accepted involvement in these programs for study
participation, and I asked any peer-referred potential participants about justice system
involvement. This was a successful gambit, as 11 of the 14 participants had histories of
involvement in serious lawbreaking; the 3 who do not serve as comparison cases. While
not a planned part of the study design, having these comparison cases in the sample
allowed me greater breadth in exploring the lives and agency of young people among
structural marginality.
Given the complications outlined above, I judged serious lawbreaking by
participants discussing any of the following: felony charges, pleading down from a
felony, acts that blatantly rose to that level of seriousness, such as assault where the
victim required hospitalization, or post-conviction prison time of over a year, which
suggests a felony.

Sample of Participants
As has been noted, 14 adolescents and young adults participated in the study. Six
were recruited from one reentry program, 5 from the other, 2 participants were recruited
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from the alternative to incarceration, and 1 was recruited by another participant. All have
life spaces which involve structural marginality and histories of justice system
involvement; almost all have histories of serious lawbreaking. As is common research
practice to protect anonymity, all participants created pseudonyms prior to their
interviews for use in the study.
Table 3.1 summarizes information about the participants: pseudonym, age,
gender, information about life space and neighborhood disadvantage status, poverty rates
and non-White concentrations for census block groups and tracts, information about
lawbreaking history, and number of interviews completed. Life space information
includes a summary of residential areas, and disadvantage status of the participant’s
neighborhood. For most, disadvantage status is rated for the current residential
neighborhood. Exceptions are Britney, John, Just Balla, and RB, all of whom described
areas where they used to live as more formative than where they currently live. I based
disadvantage status is based on the initial study criteria of a poverty rate higher than 30%
and no more than ⅓ of residents identifying as White, not Latinx, rated for both census
tract and block group. All rated tracts and block groups met the race/ethnicity criterion.
All of this information informed the life space lens I expand on in the next chapter.
Lawbreaking information in Table 3.1 is whether or not the participant’s lawbreaking
history includes serious lawbreaking according to study criteria (i.e., felony-level), and a
summary of the lawbreaking activity shared. Participants were predominantly Black and
Latinx, with considerable diversity in family country of origin among those who
discussed that aspect of their identity.
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20

male

• In Harlem, current apartment for Both
approx. 5 years
• Previously lived elsewhere in
Harlem, Florida, the Bronx,
Queens, and upstate

40% (BG)
41% (T)
Non-White: 93% (BG)
96% (T)

Poverty:

no

1

• Shoplifting
• Trespassing
• Was also involved in
prostitution

• Stealing-multiple instances2

2

• Shoplifting
• Public drug use
(marijuana)

Interviews
summary4
completed
• Robberies
1
• Fighting with step-father

Lawbreaking history

Current neighborhood of residence not considered for neighborhood disadvantage. Details in narrative for the relevant participants

5

Excluding drug use or underage drinking

4

Rate of non-White residents calculated as 100%-(% White, not Latinx)

3

Disadvantage: (a) at least 30% family poverty rate, and no more than 1/3 residents identifying as White, not Latinx per 2015 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year
esimate; or (b) New York City Housing Authority public housing development. ACS data obtained via Social Explorer.

2

Excluding carceral detention sites (i.e., jails, prisons, juvenile detention)

1

James

(bl ock i s on a border
between 2 BGs ; exa ct
a ddres s not gi ven)

Current neighborhood Block Group (BG) and
disadvantaged by tract, Tract (T) rates of poverty
block group, both, or and non-White
Age at
Serious
Participant recruitment Gender Residential life space summary1
public housing?2
residents3
lawbreaking?
Aaron
23
male
• NYCHA housing development in Public housing
Poverty:
34% (BG)
yes
Brooklyn
29% (T)
• Surrounding area is gentrifying
Non-White: 100% (BG)
• Previously lived elsewhere in the
81% (T)
same area of Brooklyn and in
another part of Brooklyn
Brendan 19
male
• In Brooklyn
Block group
Poverty:
40% (BG)
no
• Some signs of gentrification
28% (T)
• Lived in an upstate city when in
Non-White: 93% (BG)
Job Corps
93% (T)
5
18
female
•
In
Harlem
for
past
year
(didn't
Block
group
Poverty:
34%/28%
(BG) no
Britney
share block or address)
27% (T)
• Previously back and forth
Non-White: 100%/99%
between an upstate city and the
(BG)
Bronx
99% (T)

Table 3.1: Sample participants
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16

male

male

• In Manhattan, in an immediate
Block group
area that was always central to him
("my hometown")
• Previously also lived elsewhere
in Manhattan, Queens, Georgia,
and the Bronx
• Lived in various places in the
Block group
Bronx, one of which he focused on
in describing getting involved in
serious lawbreaking activity
• At 1st interview was living with a
girlfriend in a NYCHA development
• At 2nd interview was living with
his mother in a low-poverty
neighborhood
60% (BG)
21% (T)
Non-White: 93% (BG)
97% (T)

Poverty:

30% (BG)
20% (T)
Non-White: 100% (BG)
90% (T)

Poverty:

yes

yes

• Multiple burglaries
2
• Threw a cart off a 4th
floor balcony,
inadvertantly hitting
someone who ended up in
a coma
• Selling drugs
2
• Robberies
• Burglary
• Assault
• Most are gang-related

Interviews
summary4
completed
• Selling drugs
2
• Robbing drug dealers
• Using a weapon in a fight

Lawbreaking history

Current neighborhood of residence not considered for neighborhood disadvantage. Details in narrative for the relevant participants

5

Excluding drug use or underage drinking

4

Rate of non-White residents calculated as 100%-(% White, not Latinx)

3

Disadvantage: (a) at least 30% family poverty rate, and no more than 1/3 residents identifying as White, not Latinx per 2015 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year
esimate; or (b) New York City Housing Authority public housing development. ACS data obtained via Social Explorer.

2

Excluding carceral detention sites (i.e., jails, prisons, juvenile detention)

1

Just Balla5 20

Jonathan

(corner i s a t a meeting of 2
tra cts & 3 BGs ; exa ct a ddres s
not gi ven)

Current neighborhood Block Group (BG) and
disadvantaged by tract, Tract (T) rates of poverty
block group, both, or and non-White
Age at
Serious
Participant recruitment Gender Residential life space summary1
public housing?2
residents3
lawbreaking?
5
18
male
•
In
the
Bronx
for
past
1.5-2
years
Block
group
Poverty:
38%/28%/11%
yes
John
• Previously in multiple locations
(BG)
in Queens
22%/20% (T)
• Still considers an area of Queens
Non-White:
his neighborhood
94%/94%/84% (BG)
92%/90% (T)

Table 3.1: Sample participants (cont'd.)
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Interviews
completed
1

1

1

1

summary4
• Assault with a weapon

• Robbery

• Selling drugs
• Firing a gun in the air

• Robbery
• Criminal possession of a
firearm

Lawbreaking history

Current neighborhood of residence not considered for neighborhood disadvantage. Details in narrative for the relevant participants

5

Excluding drug use or underage drinking

4

Rate of non-White residents calculated as 100%-(% White, not Latinx)

3

Disadvantage: (a) at least 30% family poverty rate, and no more than 1/3 residents identifying as White, not Latinx per 2015 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year
esimate; or (b) New York City Housing Authority public housing development. ACS data obtained via Social Explorer.

2

Excluding carceral detention sites (i.e., jails, prisons, juvenile detention)

1

Current neighborhood Block Group (BG) and
disadvantaged by tract, Tract (T) rates of poverty
block group, both, or and non-White
Serious
Age at
lawbreaking?
residents3
public housing?2
Participant recruitment Gender Residential life space summary1
yes
47% (BG)
Poverty:
female • NYCHA development in Harlem Public housing
Kimberly 23
43% (T)
most of her life
Non-White: 99% (BG)
• Also lived in the Bronx for 1-2
94% (T)
years
yes
40% (BG)
Poverty:
Both
•In the Bronx
male
15
Maurice
37% (T)
Non-White: 100% (BG)
100% (T)
yes
46% (BG)
Poverty:
Both
• In the Bronx
male
22
Mike
36% (T)
• Also lived with girlfriend in
Non-White: 100% (BG)
Harlem
99% (T)
yes
16% (BG)
Poverty:
Tract
• In Harlem for over a decade
male
20
Moses
34% (T)
• Family formerly lived in an
Non-White: 71% (BG)
apartment in the Bronx and a
72% (T)
homeless shelter in an undisclosed
neighborhood

Table 3.1: Sample participants (cont'd.)
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1

2

Interviews
completed
2

Current neighborhood of residence not considered for neighborhood disadvantage. Details in narrative for the relevant participants

5

Excluding drug use or underage drinking

4

Rate of non-White residents calculated as 100%-(% White, not Latinx)

3

Disadvantage: (a) at least 30% family poverty rate, and no more than 1/3 residents identifying as White, not Latinx per 2015 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year
esimate; or (b) New York City Housing Authority public housing development. ACS data obtained via Social Explorer.

2

Excluding carceral detention sites (i.e., jails, prisons, juvenile detention)

1

Current neighborhood Block Group (BG) and
disadvantaged by tract, Tract (T) rates of poverty
block group, both, or and non-White
Lawbreaking history
Age at
Serious
Participant recruitment Gender Residential life space summary1
public housing?2
residents3
lawbreaking? summary4
23
male
• Grew up in two NYCHA
Public housing
Poverty:
51% (BG)
yes
• Selling drugs
RB5
developments in Manhattan: in
36% (T)
Harlem to age 12, then in the midst
Non-White: 100% (BG)
of a fairly affluent area
77% (T)
• Since age 17 lived in Baltimore,
Pennsylvania, and Virginia
• Lived in a shelter in Brooklyn at
1st interview, with a friend in the
Bronx at 2nd interview
• 2nd NYCHA development
remains his central neighborhood
Tommy
18
male
• Two NYCHA developments in
Public housing
Poverty:
50% (BG)
yes
• Selling drugs
Harlem from the age of 12, the
41% (T)
• Involvement in a
current one for the past 2 years
Non-White: 100% (BG)
robbery/selling stolen
• Prior to that lived in the Bronx
97% (T)
property
Vega
19
male
• Currently NYCHA development in Public housing
Poverty:
46% (BG)
yes
• Multiple instances of
the Bronx
35% (T)
fighting/assault, including
• Previously lived elsewhere in the
Non-White: 97% (BG)
with weapons
Bronx
99% (T)
• Moved back and forth between
these 2 areas for a time

Table 3.1: Sample participants (cont'd.)

There were two female participants, Britney and Kimberly, representing less than
15% of the sample. It is widely understood that lawbreaking and lawbreaking patterns are
related to gender (e.g., Chauhan & Reppucci, 2009; Fagan & Wright, 2012; Graif, 2015).
Therefore, the main focus of the Chapter 5 discussion of situated agency and serious
lawbreaking is on the male experience. Discussions of the female participants’
experiences and actions include notes about how those experiences and actions may
relate to gender.
In contrast to Chapter 5, where I suggest themes in my (male) participants’ lives,
the story in Chapter 4 is more one of the structurally-situated yet individualized nature of
life space geographies and what that means for people’s lives, experiences, and the
contexts of their agency. Therefore, gender differences among sample participants are
less important in Chapter 4.
While I report information on fourteen participants in this dissertation, a fifteenth
young man, Wiz, consented to participate and was interviewed. However, I have
significant concerns about the trustworthiness of the information he told me and decided
to exclude from analysis data from his interview and neighborhood walk. A critical mass
of the interview was nonsensical, self-contradictory, and/or demonstrated diminished
mental capacity, apparently caused at least in part by marijuana intoxication.

Methods and Research Design
Data Collection
Data were collected via in-depth interviews with participants and neighborhood
walks and observation. I conducted one to two interviews with participants (50%
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retention rate for second interview). Interviews included mapping activities and
neighborhood tours guided by participants. I also conducted neighborhood walk-through
observations without participants. Some additional data were collected from the
American Community Survey (ACS) as well as other online sources such as news articles
and blogs. Data collection took place over a period of ten months, from late February to
late December, 2016.
In-depth interviews. I conducted in-depth, open-ended, topic-oriented interviews
with the participants. The main purpose of the first interviews was direct elicitation of
participants’ histories, actions, perceptions, and experiences in their own words, while
situating their experiences and past actions geographically. I developed an interview
guide for this purpose (see Appendix 1). However, since these were open-ended
ethnographic interviews, the guide was just that: a guide, rather than a structured or semistructured instrument. Some interviews veered into other topics, and not all topics were
addressed in every interview. I conducted 7 first interviews in participants’ homes, 5 in
the offices of agencies assisting with recruitment, 1 in an eatery, and 1 on a bench outside
of the participant’s mother’s apartment building.
Second interviews were attempted with all participants; 7 of 14 participants
completed a second interview, for a 50% retention rate. Second interviews had three
purposes. First, I pursued areas of inquiry from the interview guide that we may not have
touched upon in the first interview. Second, I sought additional clarification and
elaboration of material from the first interview. Related to this clarification and
elaboration, the third purpose of these interviews was for participant validation of some
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content from the first interviews (Maxwell, 2013; see “Validity,” below). I conducted
second interviews approximately 3½ to 5½ months after first interviews.
Of the 7 participants who did not complete a second interview, I was unable to
connect with 6 at all and know nothing about their situations. I did reach Vega and set a
day and time for a second interview. However, he said he did not know what location
would be good, and I was unable to connect with him after that despite several attempts.
The one thing Vega told me about his situation at that point was that he was living in a
different place than he had been when I interviewed him. Some of the participants knew
each other: I sat in on one reentry group with both James and Kimberly, and another with
both RB and Tommy. Additionally, there was one participant referral: Britney was
referred by Moses. I was unable to draw on these acquaintances for retention purposes,
though. One, I was unable to reach either Moses or Britney at follow-up. Regarding those
who knew each other from groups, I had assured the young people in these groups that I
would not tell anyone else—including peers or program staff—who participated in the
study or even who gave me their contact information in order to protect their privacy. I
was therefore unable to request assistance in contacting or learning about those who were
unresponsive to my outreach efforts.
In addition to participants’ words, I also paid attention to their tone, body
language, and facial expressions. These observations offered clues to how participants
felt about certain topics even when they did not say so. All interviews were audio
recorded with participants’ consent.
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Most interviews were approximately 45 minutes, with a range of 20 to 70
minutes.8 Interview lengths overall were somewhat shorter than I had anticipated. I
attribute this to two main causes: one, young people, particularly those with histories of
lawbreaking activity and justice system involvement and whose lives are impacted by
structural marginality, are likely to be particularly wary of sharing too much. This
wariness was compounded by the truncated timeline for participant engagement as
compared with immersive ethnographies, as discussed above. While the interviews did
yield very rich data, there were often limits to how much participants were willing to
share. Two, while many participants were wary in sharing their stories a number of the
interviews involved very raw emotional content. Some participants reached a point of
emotional saturation, where their readiness to talk about past experiences waned. For
some, speaking about this emotional material was an unusual experience. As Mike told
me, “And this is good venting, getting it off my chest, because I don't really talk to
nobody. Ever since I came home, I've just been on some antisocial. I don't want to talk to
guys,” followed later by, “It's kind of hard just saying stuff like that.” My position as a
novice interviewer undoubtedly played a role in interview length, as well.
Participant neighborhood mapping. Creating sketch maps of participants’
subjective neighborhoods was part of the interview process. Sketch maps are
cartographically accurate maps with information about participants’ spatial experiences
overlaid on them. These maps are typically supplemental to other data collection
techniques such as interviews (Boschmann & Cubbon, 2014).
8

The one 20-minute interview was a follow-up with Brendan, who was particularly
superficial in his responses despite probing; it was clear after that short time that no more
useful data would be forthcoming.
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Prior to meeting each participant, I printed Google maps of the area surrounding
his or her home at multiple scales. Prior research shows variability between people in the
size of their experiential geography (Basta et al., 2010; Campbell et al., 2009; Coulton et
al., 2001). When setting up interviews I also asked if there were additional important
areas, and printed maps for any that were identified. At the start of each first interview, I
gave participants the maps and a set of colored pencils and asked them to draw the
borders of the area he or she considers to be his or her neighborhood (Basta et al.;
Carpiano, 2009). Those who identified additional areas traced the borders for each
identified neighborhood. We (the participants and myself) also marked important sites
and routes on the maps. This component varied between participants, depending on how
geographically expansive versus local their life space is, and on how geographically rich
the interview content. I brought these maps back to second interviews in order to return to
and expand upon the material from the first interviews.
Guided neighborhood tours. I also asked participants to show me around their
neighborhoods. In most cases these neighborhood tours functioned as continuations of the
first interview. The tours allowed me to observe a part of the participants’ life spaces and
to see how the participants related to and interacted with the spaces. By walking through
the neighborhoods with the young people I was able to further probe and gain additional
insight into what places are of particular significance to the participants, enhancing my
ability to “get inside” their experience of the neighborhoods (Carpiano, 2009). I paid
particular attention to:
● locations, features, and institutions that the participants pointed out as significant,
and what they had to say about them, and
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● how participants interacted with any acquaintances encountered over the course of
the walk (with an awareness of possible reactivity; see “Validity,” below, for
further discussion). I addressed the possibility of encountering people prior to
embarking on neighborhood walks, and gave the participants full control over
whether and how to relate to me in those situations.
A neighborhood walk following a sedentary interview is a modified version of
walking interviews, where the whole interview takes place during a neighborhood walk
(Carpiano, 2009; Evans & Jones, 2011). Walking interviews are shown to produce richer
and more valid data than sedentary interviews, especially regarding experiences of place,
and including in research with young people (Eder & Fingerson, 2003; Evans & Jones,
2011). In this study, in addition to helping me to see aspects of participants’ life spaces
through their eyes, the activity of the neighborhood walk often helped participants be
more open with me and triggered them to share talk about a range of topics, often
unrelated to the neighborhood space per se.
There were two reasons for modifying the walking interview method here,
combining it with sedentary interviews:
1. It would probably have been very difficult to conduct an in-depth interview
touching on a sufficiently wide range of content areas during an entirely mobile
interview. This includes concerns about likely recording quality for transcription
from a street-based interview. The concern with recording quality was borne out
in some tours which yielded audio that was particularly difficult to understand.
2. Some participants may have declined to participate in the study if recruitment
focused entirely on showing a stranger around their neighborhood. As it was,
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some potential participants seemed to be turned off by this at recruitment
sessions.
The modified approach of starting with a sedentary in-depth interview and then moving
to a neighborhood walk addressed these concerns while still reaping many of the benefits
of walking interviews. Ten of the fourteen participants showed me their neighborhoods;
four—Aaron, Moses, Britney, and Kimberly—did not.
Independent neighborhood observation. I also conducted observations in
participants’ neighborhoods independently in order to more closely observe the spatial
environment. During these return visits, I visited sites and routes noted as significant
during the interviews and walking tours, re-walked routes previously taken with
participants, and explored other areas within and adjacent to the boundaries specified by
participants. Particular attention was given to observing:
● Physical environment—including the presence of litter and graffiti, and the
presence and upkeep of parks, playgrounds, and green spaces
● Built environment—including the condition of buildings (e.g., abandoned
buildings, apparently newly built or renovated buildings), usage (residential,
commercial, industrial); and architecture
● Social life—including the apparent ages, racial composition, dress, and activities
of people who were out and about
In most cases I conducted these observations within approximately two weeks of
neighborhood tours, or within two weeks of interviews when there was no tour. For two
participants I conducted observations several months later in order to clarify spatial data
at the second interview. This was successful with James, but unsuccessful with Britney
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who I was unable to reach for a second interview. Given the spatial polygamy of their
lives (findings presented in Chapter 4), I conducted observations in multiple
neighborhoods for John, Maurice, and Tommy. I conducted independent observations for
Just Balla in a different neighborhood than he showed me; I observed in the
neighborhood of greatest substantive interest, which he was avoiding when he took me on
a neighborhood walk.
Additional data. I obtained neighborhood demographic data from the Census
Bureau’s ACS 2015 5-year estimate, via the Social Explorer website
(https://www.socialexplorer.com). Other online sources were also used: two participants,
Moses and John, spoke about violent events that seemed likely to have been in the news,
and I supplemented the interview material with news articles about those events. Also, I
obtained some locational information through internet research. For example, Jonathan
told me the name of a program he attends and the street it is on and I looked it up to find
the exact location.

Data Analysis
Initial analysis centered on close engagement with the data. Following interviews
and walking tours, I made field notes, listened to the audio recording, and obtained and
checked transcriptions. For transcriptions, I used the services of a third party company,
and checked each transcription against the audio recording as I received it. In addition to
ensuring accuracy this step furthered my close engagement with the interview and
walking tour data. I transcribed the recordings from the first three interviews and tours
myself. I also took detailed notes following each independent neighborhood observation.
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I wrote these notes longhand and typed them at a later date. All of these activities helped
me to reflect on and consider what I was hearing and seeing in the midst of data
collection, as is typical in qualitative fieldwork. These activities also functioned to help
me know the data well, in order to stay close to it in later analysis steps.
Next, I read through and inductively coded the transcripts and field notes, using
the research questions and conceptual framework as guides. Codes and code definitions
were then edited for clarity and precision in reflecting themes in the data. The next step
was combining codes into pattern codes (see Appendix 2 for final code list and
definitions, grouped by pattern code). The patterns helped to highlight range, variation,
patterns, and relationships in the data related to the research questions. Information from
participants’ neighborhood maps also informed analyses. Throughout the analysis
process, I used memoing to help record and clarify analytic thinking (Miles, Huberman,
& Saldaña, 2014). These analyses were facilitated with ATLAS.ti, a qualitative analysis
software package.

Positionality
Understanding positionality is important in qualitative research. Since the
researcher’s whole self is engaged in the entire research process without a sense of
empirical objectivity, it is necessary to understand something about the researcher’s
identity and how this relates to participants’ identities. Through reflexivity, the researcher
then wrestles with his or her positionality in seeking to represent the participants
accurately and without exploitation. Reflexivity has been described as recognizing “that
the orientations of researchers will be shaped by their socio-historical locations, including
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the values and interests that these locations confer upon them” (Hammersley & Atkinson,
2007, p. 15), and has been described as particularly important in ethnographic depictions
of people of color who are involved in lawbreaking and the justice system (Rios, Carney,
& Kelekay, 2017).
I am a white middle-class male who went into low-income minority communities
to interview young people of color, primarily young men, about their experiences in their
marginalized communities. I also have a background as a clinical social worker
counseling young men of color in and from similar marginalized communities, and
embarked on this project as a novice researcher. While interviewing the study
participants, and while thinking about and analyzing the interview material, I needed to
keep in mind both our differences and my professional history. Keeping in mind our
differences was important for me to be open to their stories on their terms. At the same
time, I needed to be careful not to valorize them or their experiences, and to be evermindful of our common humanity despite differences. Recalling my professional history
and standing, I needed to ensure that I was conducting research interviews rather than
offering therapy to the young people in the study. There were moments when I perceived
emotions, which as a therapist I would have tried to name. I resisted this urge, feeling that
to do so may be an inappropriate intrusion in my role as qualitative interviewer,
especially given the limited number of contacts with participants in the research design,
and hence a more limited relationship than many ethnographers develop with their
participants. This decision, however, also resulted in a potential loss of data from not
following those emotions.
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Interestingly, participants were more open and frank with me about a range of
issues, including their lawbreaking involvement, than my clients had been when I worked
clinically with a similar population. I attribute this to three factors: one, participants had
my assurances that I was not communicating with any criminal justice entity, whereas my
former clients knew I communicated some material—however cursory—to their
probation officers and judges. Two, I was there purely to listen, not to work with them to
change their behavior. Three, since participants’ involvement was limited to one or two
interviews there was a greater degree of anonymity, which could make it easier to share
uncomfortable content: we would not be seeing each other again (see Adler & Adler,
2003). Interestingly, one area where participants by and large did not engage with me was
around race. A number of participants mentioned being Black somewhat in passing, but
when I tried to probe around that part of their identity they did not discuss it with me.
Scholars’ positionality will impact their work, whether the scholar is an insider or
outsider in a given community. Also, insider-outsider is not a simple dichotomy. For
example, a scholar of African descent with a background otherwise similar to mine may
have found participants more willing to talk about race, while also facing many of the
same obstacles and benefits I faced. “Outsider” scholars such as Bourgois (2003) and
Goffman (2014) have successfully navigated the dynamics their positionality brings to
their research. In addition, “insiders” such as Contreras (2013) and Rios (2011) contend
with the ways in which they are no longer entirely insiders when they conduct their
research; their educational/academic experiences and credentials create a space between
them and their home communities/research sites. One’s positionality need not be a reason
to approach or avoid particular types of research. Rather, it is something with which to
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constantly engage during research. This is especially true with a topic such as the present
one, where participants are particularly marginalized, vulnerable, and likely to be wary.

Validity
Validity in qualitative research is defined as “the correctness or credibility of a
description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” (Maxwell,
2013, p. 122). Maxwell further lays out two broad categories of threats to validity:
reactivity, or the observed phenomenon reacting to the fact of being observed, and
researcher bias. There were five ways I anticipated these playing out over the course of
this study:
1. Participants may not have been entirely truthful about their experiences and
perceptions during the interview (reactivity).
● To address this, Eder and Fingerson (2003) suggest
[a]nalyzing the discourse styles of respondents…. If the dialect
codes and styles of talking that respondents use during the
interview are those they use with people they know well and with
whom they are comfortable, the researcher can be assured that a
high level of validity has been achieved (p. 46).
I therefore paid attention not only to what participants said but also to how
they said it. Given the limited scope of my encounters with each participant, it
was difficult to know exactly how participants speak with those whom they
know well. A combination of rich data in the form of verbatim transcripts of
intensive interviews (Maxwell, 2013) and close attention throughout the time
with the participant did give some clues on which to evaluate participants’
discourse styles. Further, when young people describe their opinions of and
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orientations to their neighborhoods, the language they use is at least as
important a reflection of their true feelings as whether or not they say they like
it (Small, 2004).
2. When participants encountered acquaintances during the walking tours, they may
have acted differently than they would have if unobserved by an outsider
(reactivity).
● In addition to paying attention to dialect codes as described in above, I also
discussed encounters with participants in order to gain insight into any
possible reactivity coloring encounters.
3. Others in the neighborhoods may have acted differently if aware of my presence
as an outsider during neighborhood observations (reactivity).
● When observing neighborhoods independently, I made every attempt to act
naturally and walk through neighborhoods purposively, as if moving towards
a destination rather than observing. I waited to make written notes until after
the completion of each neighborhood observation.
4. I may have seen data that speak to structural or public policy-relevant linkages
between life space and behavior as more significant than data that speak to family
or individual influences on behavior, due to my perception at the start of the
research that the latter perspective is currently over-represented in the literature at
the expense of the former (researcher bias).
● I remained open to evidence supporting both perspectives. If initial analyses
had confirmed my bias I intended to actively seek discrepant evidence
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(Maxwell, 2013). However, this was unnecessary as I heard data strongly
reflecting both perspectives.
5. Certain data may have arbitrarily struck me as more important than others, and
my positionality, preexisting attitudes, and life experiences may have influenced
analysis and the prioritizing of certain data over others in myriad ways (researcher
bias).
● I attempted to schedule follow-up interviews including participant validation
(Maxwell, 2013). However, as reported above, I only succeeded in following
up with half the participants.
At the end of Chapter 5 I briefly discuss these checks and the validity of study findings.

Research Ethics
Attention to ethics is a crucial part of any research project. This is all the more so
when research involves a vulnerable, marginalized population as is the case here. The
University of Pennsylvania Institutional Review Board approved this project on July 30,
2015. Additionally, given that participants’ histories of lawbreaking behavior, in some
cases lawbreaking which has not been discovered and sanctioned by justice system
authorities, was a focus of interviews, there was a concern about possible subpoenas or
other forced disclosures of data and participant identities. To guard against this, I applied
for a Certificate of Confidentiality from the National Institutes of Health. Coming from a
federal body, Certificates of Confidentiality guard researchers against forced disclosures.
A Certificate of Confidentiality for this project was granted on October 2, 2015.
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Immediately prior to each first interview I conducted an informed consent process
with participants and, where appropriate, a parent/legal guardian. During informed
consent, I reviewed the purpose of the study, what was being asked of participants, risks
and benefits of participation, that participation was wholly voluntary, and monetary
incentives offered. I also explained limits of confidentiality and allowed
participants/parents to ask any questions they had. Participants’ confidentiality was
rigorously guarded. Each participant created a pseudonym before their first interview.
Some did say their real names or other possibly identifying information over the course
of the interview. In those cases, I deleted the names from the audio recording prior to
transcription. All computer-based data and participant information files are encrypted and
password-protected, with paper records kept in a locked storage box.
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Chapter 4 - Findings: Neighborhoods and Life Space as Spatial Context

This chapter and the next present the study findings. This chapter responds to the
first research question. In it, I explore the spatial context of study participants’ lives and
agency. This exploration includes expanding on and empirically applying concepts of
neighborhood, life space, spatial polygamy, and structural marginality, as introduced in
Chapters 1 and 2. In the next chapter, I respond to the second research question, about
how study participants enact their agency.
Disadvantaged neighborhoods have long been studied as contexts for young
people’s development and engagement in lawbreaking activities (Briggs et al., 2010;
Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Goering & Feins, 2003; Peeples & Loeber,
1994; Rubinowitz & Rosenbaum, 2000; Sampson, 2012; Shaw & McKay, 1942; SimchaFagan & Schwartz, 1986; Wikström & Loeber, 2000; Wright et al., 2014). However,
scholars also highlight shortcomings with the neighborhoods framework and common
methods of studying neighborhoods, leading to my conceptualization of life space
(Campbell et al., 2009; Coulton et al., 2013; Coulton et al., 2001; Graif, 2015; Jarrett,
1997; Madden, 2014; Matthews, 2011; Morenoff et al., 2001; Peterson & Krivo, 2010;
Slater, 2013). Also, the term structural marginality implies a more holistic understanding
of experiences typically labelled as disadvantage. In Chapter 2, these considerations led
to the development of the first research question: for adolescents and young adults who
live in areas marked by structural marginality, what are some aspects of their life spaces,
including spatial and experiential aspects?
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I approach this question with three sub-questions; these sub-questions ask about,
one, the role of individual neighborhoods in study participants’ life spaces, two, the
geography of their life spaces, and three, how structural marginality is manifest in those
life spaces. I address these questions now by first looking at participants’ subjective
neighborhoods as part of their lived experiences. I then broaden the lens to look at their
life spaces with particular attention to how spatial polygamy, living in and through
multiple spaces, appears in their lives. This is followed by an examination of the role of
justice system institutions and actors in participants’ life spaces. The last part of the
chapter is concerned with how structural marginality informs participants’ life spaces and
their experiences of these spaces, especially in relation to the spatial construction of “the
streets.” The streets constitute a super-geographical space that plays a role in many
participants’ lives where a great deal of serious lawbreaking as well as injury and fear of
injury occur.

Participants’ Life Spaces
Neighborhoods in Life Spaces
Neighborhoods are part of people’s identities (Campbell et al., 2009; Elliott et al.,
2006), and the idea of neighborhood is often an important part of people’s spatial
experiences. However spatially heterogeneous their lives are, the urban young people in
this study all identified their current subjective neighborhoods and often relate strongly to
a single key neighborhood. Immediately below, I sketch out the geography of those
subjective neighborhoods. Following that, I explore the centrality of key neighborhoods
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among larger life spaces for some participants, and then look at how neighborhood
boundaries can be contingent.
Participants’ subjective neighborhoods. The sizes of the areas participants
mapped varied widely. At one extreme is Britney, who circled just a part of one block. At
the other extreme is John, who indicated an area two miles across in one of his
neighborhoods. For most, their subjective neighborhoods extended around three to ten
blocks from their homes. All subjective neighborhoods were in residential areas with
nearby commerce. Some participants—Maurice, Mike, and John—pointed out major
shopping districts near their homes.
The participants had different reasons for circling the areas they did, but all had to
do with the neighborhoods being the center of their life spaces. This makes sense, since
this is where their homes were. Of the area he marked Mike said, “I mean, I just be over
here really. I know people from around, but I don't go over there too much because of my
situation is different now.” For James, defining his neighborhood also has to do with
where he largely stays; here the risk of conflict played a role: “When I say my border,
where my border is, it’s right across the projects. Beyond these projects, like if I go over
there, I’m bound probably to be, to get caught up in something.” Moses linked his
subjective borders to transportation.
I would say because usually when I travel or I go outside, I’m usually not
outside this box. You know? If I go downtown, I usually don’t go
downtown walking past [the southern border he indicated], and I usually
don’t walk past [the northern border, 30 blocks away]. . . . If I’m going to
go out of this place, I would have a MetroCard [to take the subway or
bus], or I would be in a car, you understand. So if I’m going outside to the
store, get something to eat, going shopping or things like that, I probably
wouldn’t leave this area right here.
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For some, public housing developments provided a sort of “natural”
neighborhood. Five participants, Aaron, RB, Tommy, Vega, and Kimberly, lived in such
developments. Two of these five, RB and Kimberly, defined their neighborhoods as
equivalent with the housing complex. Aaron’s subjective neighborhood also mostly
followed his housing complex’s borders, extending two blocks further to the east.
Tommy circled the eastern slice of his development, though his neighborhood tour
covered the development more comprehensively. Only Vega indicated a subjective
neighborhood that far exceeded his public housing development, extending
approximately seven to fifteen blocks in every direction from his home; his neighborhood
was one of the larger ones among the sample, stretching a mile and a half across.
Interestingly, Vega lived in a smaller, low-rise development compared with the large
clusters of towers in the other public housing complexes where participants lived.
Some participants pointed out borders they prefer not to cross. Sometimes these
experienced borders were not visible to an outsider. At a corner half a block from his
apartment, Vega gestured to the right, saying, “I usually don’t go on that side, on that side
of the block, there be too much shit talk,” yet in my observations I could see no
difference. Just Balla circled a few blocks. “This is our territory. This is our block,” and
then another similarly sized area a block away, commenting, “And then we had beef, and
they had this – and that was their strip. . . . See how close we were?” As with Vega’s
area, there was no physical indicator of these different turfs.
Other times there were clear demarcations at these borders. Pointing to an area on
one of the maps I’d printed, John said, “See this area right here? That’s where I have to
be looking out for people [because of a beef with a group of youth there]. It’s across [the
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b]oulevard. But that’s why I say, y’know, just this” area is his neighborhood. I expected
that, as with Just Balla and Vega, John’s experienced border would not appear to an
outsider as a meaningful border. However, as I wrote in my field notes,
I expected [the boulevard] . . . to look nothing like the border John
experienced it as. However, it is a multi-lane major thoroughfare which
seemed something of a chore to cross, and at least where I was, the area
across the boulevard was high-rise apartments [in contrast to the smaller
buildings in John’s neighborhood], so it did seem to be really a different
area.
Also, of the public housing development near his home, Maurice said, “[T]hat's projects,
that place is bad, too, that's why I don't- sometimes I don't really like walking through
there.” From the street, it is very clear where the boundary of the public housing complex
is.
Poverty rates and percentages of residents identifying as non-White in
participants’ census tracts and block groups are given in Table 3.1. Participants live or
lived in overwhelmingly non-White areas. Most rated tracts and block groups have
concentrations of non-White/non-Latinx residents of over 90%, with a median block
group percentage of 99% and median tract percentage of 95%.9 Aaron, Britney, Jonathan,
Maurice, Mike, RB, and Tommy—a full half of the sample—live or lived in block groups
that are 100% non-White; Maurice’s entire census tract is 100% non-White. At the lower
end, Aaron lives in a tract with 81% of residents identifying as non-White, RB lived in a
tract with 77% non-White residents, and John’s formative home is at the nexus of three
block groups, one having a non-White concentration of 84% (the others were 94% non-

9

For those participants on tract and/or block group borders where I did not know on
which side their home was, I first calculated the mean percentage for the relevant tracts or
block groups, then included that mean in the median calculation.
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White). Moses lives in the area with the lowest concentration of non-White/non-Latinx
residents, with 72% for his census tract, and 71% for his block group. While nowhere
near the 90% to 100% concentrations experienced by most participants, these
concentrations still represent nearly 3 out of every 4 residents in Moses’s neighborhood.
There is more diversity in poverty rates, particularly at the block group level.
Moses lives in a block group with a poverty rate of 16%, and one of John’s three block
groups has a rate of 11%. At the high end, Just Balla’s formative block group has a
poverty rate of 60%; RB’s and Tommy’s have rates of 51% and 50%, respectively. The
range of poverty rates among census tracts is smaller, ranging from 20% for Jonathan to
43% for Kimberly. The median poverty rate among participants’ block groups is 40%,
and 35% among tracts.
Moses’s and RB’s neighborhoods provide interesting examples for considering
the contexts in which to interpret these numbers. Moses lives in an area that has been
gentrifying for over fifteen years. He appreciates the racial diversity which, along with a
relatively low poverty rate of 16%, suggest less marginality than is found in others’
neighborhoods. Yet, according to blog posts his block is known as “body block” because
of its violent reputation.
RB has the highest difference between block group and tract concentrations of
non-White/non-Latinx residents (100%-77%=23%), and the third highest difference in
poverty rates (51%-36%=15%). His block group is a public housing development. This
development, whose boundaries are equivalent with those of his subjective neighborhood,
is embedded in a fairly well-off area. This is some of the backdrop for looking at some
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participants’ identification with their home neighborhoods, before turning to an
examination of their broader life spaces.
Identifying with neighborhoods. As I show below, participants’ life spaces
expanded far beyond the subjective neighborhood boundaries they sketched. However,
while they lived their lives in and across multiple spaces, many still have a neighborhood
that they relate to as a home base, whether or not they still live there. RB has not
regularly lived in his neighborhood since he was 17, six years ago. However, it is still a
central location for him, and when we walked through it was clear that he is still part of
the fabric of the “area” “over here,” or “the hood,” as he variably referred to it. He
greeted a number of people, and stopped to speak for a few minutes with a mentor about
the challenges facing young people in the area. Particularly illustrating his sense of place,
he introduced me to one acquaintance and instructed him to look out for my safety if he
saw me in the area without RB. RB’s continued identification with this neighborhood he
has not lived in since age 17 is also noteworthy because he first moved there at age 12.
Jonathan has lived a number of places and relates to his current location as his
“hometown.” He noted, “I have about like a three to four block radius I just stay in,” an
observation mostly borne out by the rest of his interviews and walking tour. When I
asked Jonathan which of the places he’s lived was his favorite, he said,
I guess here. (Yeah? What about it?) I don’t know. It just – I guess it’s just
because this is where I spend most of the time. This is where I’ve been at.
It’s like, this is where I grew up. This is where I’m from. I used to live on
a [different street], I’d come over here to hang out. So it’s like, I guess this
is just my hometown.
Similarly, John contrasted the place he was living, “over here” or “out here,” to a
neighborhood he used to lived in. John lived most of his life with his mother and sisters
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in an area of Queens. However, at the time of our first interview he had been living with
his grandparents in the Bronx for a year and a half. I met John at his Bronx apartment,
and as we spoke about and walked around the area surrounding it he continually
emphasized that his main experience with that neighborhood was the route between the
apartment and the train. He rode the train daily for over an hour each way to get to his
friends in Queens. He was clearly uncomfortable in his Bronx neighborhood, and
returned repeatedly to the theme of feeling unsafe there. I found this part of his
experience to be particularly striking, since committing violence, and not necessarily in
self-defense, is a theme in John’s story. In contrast, his second interview was in his
Queens neighborhood, and this walking tour was rich with details and anecdotes related
to places we passed, and we encountered multiple acquaintances of his.
Sometimes, conflicts with rival groups of youth from other neighborhoods play a
role in participants’ identification with particular areas. For example; John’s
identification with his Queens neighborhood is defined in part by ongoing conflict he and
his friends have with a group of youth from a bordering neighborhood. One illustration is
in John’s answer when I asked him, “If I was talking to someone random around here
who maybe knows who you are, but doesn’t know you like that, what do you think they’d
say about you?” He concluded his answer with, “So I guess it just depends on where you
ask, not who you ask.”
Just Balla identifies closely with multiple neighborhoods. More so than with John,
his identification with these areas is related to conflicts across neighborhood lines. He is
gang-involved, and for a former neighborhood he mapped his and the rival gang’s turfs.
At his second interview, in a different neighborhood in which he was then living, he
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described the neighborhood boundary by saying, “After [that road], you’re not in our
jurisdiction.”
Participants communicated some ambivalence about their neighborhoods, too.
This ambivalence is best summarized by Brendan. When I first asked him to tell me
about his neighborhood, he said,
It’s a nice neighborhood if you get to know it. I mean, I lived here all my
life, so of course, I’m going to say it’s a nice neighborhood. But to me, it’s
a nice neighborhood. I’ve lived here most of my life. I know a lot of
people here, so it’s calm. I mean, it could get crazy on some days, but
other than that, it’s a good area.
A little later in the interview he mentioned that he’s “trying to get out of the hood.” When
I asked him what he wants to leave behind since he’d earlier said it’s a nice area he
answered,
It’s just – it’s a nice area. I’m not, I’m going to say that. But at the end of
the day, we’re still in the hood. There’s still violence that goes on around
here. It’s still stuff that’s not supposed to be doing, like going on around
here. And some of the people, I just want to get somewhere around – I just
want to get away from the negative energy around here.
As these examples suggest, neighborhood is a meaningful concept for the young
people in this study, and a part of their identities. At the same time, they are not the
totality of their spatial lives. As is suggested here and shown in greater depth below,
participants dwell in and carry with them multiple places, and a number of factors
influence the range, content, and nature of their spatial lives. First, I explore the
contingent nature of some participants’ subjective neighborhood boundaries.
Contingent neighborhood boundaries. As shown in prior research, the
boundaries people ascribe to their neighborhoods are flexible and contingent (Campbell
et al., 2009; Coulton et al., 2013; Coulton et al., 2001). This observation is echoed in the
95

study participants’ experiences. Mike noted how his neighborhood had changed over
time. When he drew the borders of his subjective neighborhood at the start of his
interview, he observed that the area he marked was smaller than it would have been had
he done the exercise prior to his incarceration, explaining, “Yeah, before I got locked up,
I could circle a whole bunch of places. But now it's like, listen, I'm here. I'm not over
there.”
Aaron’s response when I asked him to draw the borders of his neighborhood
shows a flexible relationship between neighborhood geography and neighborhood
people:
All right. Where it ends really – all of these like really, I mean all of this is
like – this is really my neighborhood but people from my neighborhood be
all over. Like they be over here, from here to really up to there. But look
this is really my neighborhood. But we be all over.
As he said this, he marked an area approximately twice the size of his subjective
neighborhood, extending further east, north, and south from the public housing
development where he lives. People who belong to the neighborhood “we” live beyond
where the neighborhood ends.
Other participants mapped neighborhoods different from those they showed or
described to me. As was noted, Vega mapped a subjective neighborhood a mile and a half
across with his housing development towards the center; during the walking tour he
pointed out the housing development as “a different type of neighborhood,” suggesting
that neighborhood is a flexible idea for him. The whole walk was in his broader
neighborhood, but he lived in a smaller neighborhood within it. Also, Brendan’s
neighborhood tour included a section a couple of blocks beyond where he had marked on
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his map. This was clearly not a misplacement of the line on the map; he had explicitly
excluded the street in question, saying “I don’t really go past that way anymore. . . . I just
circled the main area that I stay in.” These examples indicate the flexibility attached to
geographic neighborhood definitions for participants. The examples also contribute to
existing knowledge by highlighting some of the ways young people experience flexible
boundaries.

Spatial Polygamy in Life Spaces
Not only are neighborhood boundaries flexible and contingent. People also have a
multiplicity of meaningful places in their spatial lives. In this section, I address the
geography of participants’ broader life spaces, beyond the single neighborhoods they
mapped. One theoretical and empirical approach to life space is spatial polygamy
(Matthews, 2011). The core premise of this approach is that people’s life spaces
encompass multiple geographic areas. There is geographic diversity in individuals’
routines and throughout life. Additionally, people maintain ties to non-residential places,
whether these are places of former residence or other meaningful locations, and people
carry these multiple places with them. Accounting for spatial polygamy is similar to yet
broader then activity space research, which looks at people’s routine geography but
generally does not account for shifts in life space over time (Basta et al., 2010; Bichler et
al., 2011; Flynn et al., 2017). As I discovered early on in this research, “a focus on the
residential neighborhood ignores important spatial and temporal dimensions of daily life
(and of lives)” (Matthews, p. 50).
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Spatial polygamy in daily routines. Spatial polygamy well characterizes
participants’ relationships with places, as participants described routinely traversing
multiple geographic areas for purposes such as school, work, socializing, and recreation,
and as a consequence of justice system involvement. As is common in New York City,
participants often traveled between areas for school. Some schools were in the same
neighborhood where the participant lived, some were in nearby neighborhoods, and
others were in different boroughs in the city. It is also commonplace for people to
commute to jobs outside of their neighborhoods, and this, too, was an example of spatial
polygamy among participants.
For example, Brendan traveled from his home in Brooklyn to a job in northern
Manhattan, a trip that takes approximately an hour by subway. Similarly, Mike, who
lived in the Bronx, spoke about a job he had had in Queens. Some work was also local;
both Mike and John pointed out stores they had worked in within a few blocks of their
homes.
While many participants’ social lives revolved around their home neighborhoods,
including John, Jonathan, and Just Balla, others traveled to see friends. This observation,
that socializing often extends meaningful space beyond where young people live, points
to a limitation in how neighborhoods are often studied (Briggs et al., 2010; Harding,
2010; Nicotera, 2007). James spoke about going from his Manhattan home to an area of
the Bronx to see friends. Kimberly does not have a particular neighborhood destination
for socializing, though she does prefer to spend time with people outside of her
neighborhood. She said,
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I don't hang over there [in her neighborhood]. . . . I hang downtown or –
I'm 23 so sometimes I go – I like to go out to eat like restaurants. I go to a
bar. If I go outside, I make sure that I have plans before I leave my house.
So I could just walk straight out the building and go where I'm going. I
like riding motorcycles.
Kimberly’s preference to “just walk straight out the building and go where I'm going”
resonates with research showing gender differences in where young people socialize
(Briggs et al., 2010).
Recreation, too, does not just happen locally. RB and Mike mentioned going
shopping in other parts of the city. On our neighborhood walk, Mike mentioned a local
commercial district, saying, “But yeah, I mean, I'll take you to the areas where I usually
buy some clothes and stuff. It ain't nothing major though. I usually go to SoHo [a
shopping district in a different part of the city] when I'm going to shop.” When Brendan
used to cut school he would sometimes go to Central Park to do parkour—a combination
of obstacle course and running—with his friends. “So it’s not like I was cutting and
sitting around somebody’s house and doing nothing all day, but I used to go do parkour –
go to the park and do parkour or go to Central Park and try to do it in there.” Vega and
Maurice both spoke about going to gyms some distance from their neighborhoods. When
I asked Vega how long it would take him to get to his boxing gym he said, “A hour,
probably two. Around there.”
For John and Jonathan, while they have not always lived in their home
neighborhoods, they do always carry these places with them. As noted above, even when
Jonathan lived elsewhere his now-current neighborhood was his “hometown.” A great
deal of John’s first interview and walking tour in the Bronx was spent contrasting that
area with the area in which he felt more comfortable, in Queens. For example,
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It's way different out there in Queens and over here. That's what I realized
from moving. You could walk around here with, like, if you actually hang
out around here, [unclear] walk around here with a gun, because you need
a gun, because anybody has a gun around here. But in Queens you could
walk around with nothing because if somebody tries to start something
with you it's gonna be like they gonna fight you, they not gonna shoot you.
I realized that's a big difference between Queens and the Bronx. Like, it's
way more more dangerous out here.
Another example of places staying with people is that Brendan would like to move one
day to the upstate city he lived in briefly for Job Corps.
And when I was out there [in Job Corps], I used to go on day trips, day
passes, what they used to call it. They used to give us a day pass so we
could go out and go chill for a little while. And my friends, they used to –
some of them lived out there, so they used to go take me, and we used to
go hang out. It used to be fun. And it was quiet up there. It’s not – I mean,
in the hood, it’s like the hood . . . But . . . it’s nice out there, and my cousin
lives up there. So I wouldn’t be moving somewhere where I gotta like – I
mean, I’d have to start over, but with the people, I really wouldn’t have to.
I know people out there already, so – and it’s a calm setting. It’s cheaper
out there, and I probably could most definitely find a better job up there.
Several participants also shared anecdotes that occurred in places in which they do not
currently live; this in itself illustrates how multiple places can be meaningful
simultaneously.
Lawbreaking in life space. Participants engaged in lawbreaking at different
locations within their life spaces, whether at home, close to home, or farther away. The
specific lawbreaking activities are addressed in depth in Chapter 5. Here, I mention some
incidents briefly in order to show the range of locations.
Vega discussed an incident that happened at home, when he assaulted his stepfather. John, Kimberly, and Maurice were all near their homes. John stabbed someone
when he was attacked while sitting on a bench four blocks from his home, and Kimberly
assaulted a woman who spat on her children in her public housing complex. Maurice and
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his friends violently robbed a man in a park about ten blocks from his home. Just Balla
and Tommy had incidents in other routine places: Just Balla assaulted a woman who was
harassing him at work, and Tommy and a friend robbed a peer near their school.
Jonathan, who lives in an uptown section of Manhattan, traveled farther for lawbreaking.
He burglarized multiple bars in “the downtown area.”
Most of these places were close to home, in contrast to findings by Bichler and
colleagues (2011). However, in the context of my participants’ specific situations being
close to home makes sense. Vega, John, Kimberly, and Just Balla all responded in the
moment to conflict situations in which they found themselves. While Maurice’s action
did not arise from conflict, it was not premeditated; he and his friends were already
hanging out in a local park when they “decided to go rob some guy, some old man.” Of
the participants involved in these incidents, only Jonathan talked about pre-planning his
lawbreaking, and only Jonathan described travelling some distance from his home for
that purpose.
Even close to home, lawbreaking occurred in a range of locations: on a bench, in
parks, at home, at work, near school. Given this, my data suggest that once structural
marginality is an important aspect of young people’s life spaces, different particulars of
space do not impact whether or when they engage in lawbreaking. That is, for this set of
youths, enactments of agency do not seem to vary across space per se. Rather, as I
discuss in the first part of Chapter 5, there are situational catalysts for lawbreaking
activity.
Spatial polygamy through residential moves. In addition to spatial polygamy in
routine activities, participants also had significant histories of residential moves, a few of
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which have already been mentioned. Every participant except Maurice talked about
moving at some point in their lives, and almost all had at least one move while growing
up. The number and distance of the moves varied considerably, as did the reasons for
them. Some participants have moved quite a lot. At the high end, James listed six
different places he has lived, and Jonathan listed five. Kimberly, by contrast, has lived in
the same apartment her whole life except for a year or so as a teenager. The geographic
range covered by moves also varied. James, Jonathan, Britney, Brendan, and RB have all
lived outside of New York City. If one considers incarceration, as addressed below, this
list expands to include Aaron and Just Balla, as well. Many moves were more local:
Brendan’s family moved to a different apartment in the same building, while others noted
moving from one public housing development to another nearby.
The moves occurred at a number of points in life and for a number of reasons.
Some of the moves were connected with traumatic life events. Britney moved from New
York City to a city more than four hours away upstate when she was five. She moved
with her mother because the mother’s boyfriend lived in the new city. Britney’s mother
was then murdered, and Britney and her brother were put into foster care in the same city
and subsequently adopted. Britney then ran away to her old area of New York City at age
14, returned to the other city to visit friends, was arrested on an outstanding warrant, then
returned on her own to New York City at around age 16. There, she was recruited into
selling sex by a pimp, then moved to another part of the city after a few months in “the
life.”
Just Balla also had a traumatic move. He lived in an apartment in the Bronx with
his mother, brothers, and step-father, where his step-father worked as superintendent.
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When Just Balla was 13, his step-father was killed in a motorcycle accident. Beyond the
emotional impact, his death required the family to move to a more dangerous Bronx
neighborhood approximately two miles away. It also put them in a generally precarious
financial situation:
My mom always made sure we had dinner. Thing was, though, how much
dinner? So sometimes it wouldn’t be enough to fill up on…. But [that
neighborhood] was a different world. You step on there and they used to
call it Baghdad City. They still do. You step on there, you already know
the vibe. It’s a whole different environment.
Others, such as Brendan and Tommy had moves that, while important in their
lives, were not connected with major traumas or life upheavals. After dropping out of
school in eleventh grade, Brendan went to Job Corps in a city upstate, a three hour drive
away from his Brooklyn home. Whereas Britney’s first independent inter-city move was
to escape authority, Brendan made his decision to move together with his parents,
specifically his mother.
My mother had brought it up, and I asked her what was Job Corps? She
said Job Corps is a place, they give you your trade. They give you
whatever you need, your GED, your high school diploma, your own – they
give you the trade, and they pay you a little bit of money every two weeks,
every week. So I found out what it was. I went to the orientation. I decided
if – I decided that I wanted to go, and I went.
Tommy’s most recent move, at age 16, was driven by family staying together. He
lives with his aunt, older brother, and four nieces, and a few years ago they moved from
an apartment in a public housing complex to a larger apartment in a different public
housing complex in the same broad area of New York City, about two miles away. They
moved because they needed more space for Tommy’s brother’s growing family.
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The data in this study provide the first known illustration of the theoretical
premise of spatial polygamy with the study population, showing how it operates among
young people in areas of structural marginality. Understanding the study participants’
spatial polygamy is an important component of understanding their life spaces. Their
lives are lived in multiple geographies. School, work, recreation, and major changes in
family life all relate to components of that polygamy. Structural and institutional forces
such as the justice system matter, as well.

Life Space and the Justice System
The justice system is one prominent feature of participants’ life spaces. Though
justice system actors and institutions factor into participants’ lives and life spaces in
numerous ways, each of them spoke about at least some aspect of the justice system as
relevant to his or her life space. Probation meetings, court hearings, arrests, meetings
with lawyers, and incarceration all play a role in participants’ spatial experiences.
Probation, court, and arrests. Meetings, hearings, and fulfilling probation and
court requirements all expand the space of weekly and monthly routines. These spatial
commitments frequently required participants to go to a certain location when they would
rather be someplace else. When I asked Moses what he would rather be doing than
fulfilling his probation requirements he explained,
Well, it’s not the kind of things I’d like to be doing. I would say it’s the
fact that the things that I may be doing, I may not be able to complete or
give my full attention to. Like I may spend time with a female or girl that I
may like, and if I know I have to be somewhere at a certain time [because
of probation] and she wants to do something and she has her baby, it’s
kind of like a conflict between us…. Because if I don’t go, then I may risk
the chance of going back to jail…. So it’s kinda probation could kind of
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stop me from helping others in a way. But then at the same time, if I don’t
do it, then I won’t be helping myself.
Participants did not always take actions that would help themselves, as Moses put it.
Most notably, James talked about missing court appointments, either by not showing up
at all or by leaving before his name is called. This has led to remands when he does see a
judge, which has obvious implications for his life space and spatial experiences.
Probation status also limits probationers’ mobility. Moses and Maurice both had
planned trips that they were unable to take. Moses was not able to visit his sister who
lives out of state, and Maurice had to cancel his first trip to the country of his parents’
birth. Especially for Maurice, the would-be destination remains an important part of his
life space, though he has never been there. One way this comes across is that the family
speaks their native language in the home.
Arrests presented another interruption of participants’ preferred spatial routines.
Tommy spoke about missing two days of work due to an arrest that led to no charges
filed. An arrest also delayed Jonathan’s first study interview; here, too, no charges were
filed. These young men were in police custody rather than at work or home, as they
would have rather been, for no reason they could discern other than police harassment.
Incarceration. Incarceration is a form of justice system contact with major spatial
consequences. When one is incarcerated one is temporarily physically limited to a place
or places he or she would not otherwise be, while being prevented from being present in
other parts of the life space. However, in this physically limiting situation the rest of a life
space is still very present.
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Mike went to jail when his girlfriend was eight months pregnant. She and their
son functioned as connections for Mike to his life space outside of the jail’s walls.
Jonathan was facing a similar situation with his seven-month-old son at his second
interview; he had received a court sentence the previous week of six months in jail, for
which he had to turn himself in the following week. Though he did not outright say it, it
was clear from Jonathan’s affect and tone that was going to miss his son dearly and that
his heart would be in their apartment with him for the months that his physical life space
was constricted to the jail.
Moses had two periods of incarceration. For each one he shared an example of
how the space of the facility and his life space outside coexisted and interacted. First, his
brother was murdered several years ago in front of the family home while Moses was in a
juvenile detention center upstate. He continues to feel a lack of closure due to his spatial
distance from his home block at the time of the murder: “Yeah. So it was like I don’t
really know the truth because I was never there, and I probably may never know the truth
because I was never there.” Second, Moses was released from jail six months prior to his
interview and returned to the Section 8 apartment whose lease and benefits he’d inherited
when his mother passed away a year earlier. (This is the same apartment in front of which
his brother had been murdered.) The incarceration, in conjunction with government
policies and systems, made the apartment a tenuous part of his present life space: Moses
noted that had he been incarcerated for much longer he would have lost the apartment.
This would have had major consequences for his life space.
Prison, jail, and juvenile facilities were almost universally negative spaces for the
participants. Mike, Vega, and Moses reported particularly traumatic experiences:
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When I was in jail, so many people attempted to cut me. But I was just so
militant in there, I just got away every time. I always stayed out of the hot
zones because I always paid close attention to what was going on in my
surroundings. So I never went somewhere that I knew somebody that
might not like me and try to cut me or something, because that's all that
goes on in jail. People get cut every day and people get shot. I mean, I said
people get shot. People get stabbed. So going through that was definitely a
big experience because you could die in there. You could die in there, or
you could come out with some big nasty wounds that you have to live with
for the rest of your life. (Mike)
I can’t complain right now because I’m home now. I made it home
regular, but. But when I was in there it wasn’t a happy walk in the park.
You had to go through a couple things. You had to see a couple of things
to understand a couple of things. You know what I’m saying? It was
different. I had a couple fights in there. . . . I went to the box [isolation]
after I cut somebody. . . . I was in the box probably three or four times. . . .
You stay there for three days. . . . Be in a cell all day. They bring you the
phone. When you wanna take a shower, they gotta handcuff you. They
gotta put you in the shower. They lock the door. Everything. You get a
hour rec. Three meals a day, and that shit is horrible. . . . The only thing
that was helping me in that shit was a radio. I had a radio in there. So I
used to listen to music and just write letters. (Vega)
In addition to his isolation from other inmates, being in the box constricted Vega’s life
space beyond the basic geographic constraints of incarceration.
Moses had his arm broken by a staff member in a juvenile facility. He also spent
time at Riker’s Island, New York City’s main jail facility, where he described an
environment of sheer violence.
[I]t’s not a place to live. It’s not a place for a regular human being. If
you’re in there, you have to fight. There’s no, I went to jail and I didn’t
fight. No. They’re going to ask questions that you don’t want people to –
questions will be asked toward you that you don’t want people to ask. Like
you don’t want somebody asking you’re from every five minutes. You just
came into the dorm. Everybody’s in your face. Where you from? Who are
you? Which are you, Blood? That’s how it is. Right? When you enter
through that door, there’s nobody there – no cop there to say, here, and
you’re going to stand with the cop. No. The COs don’t care. The CO could
be right there, and you be in the back of the dorm getting beat up by 10
people, face getting cut and everything, and you thinking that somebody is
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going to help you. Nobody’s there to help you. It’s just you in a room with
49 people. So – you feel me? If something happens to you, then something
happens to you. There’s nobody to save you. No guard. Nobody. It’s just
you. You gotta fight. You have to fight. You might come into a place and
a person just don’t like you because of your skin color or the way you
look. You gotta fight.
Not everyone described the same level of trauma. Still, carceral life space was an
undesired and challenging place to be. Kimberly complained about the labor conditions
in jail: “[T]hey slave you in there. I was getting twelve dollars and fifty cent [for the
entire shift] to work from two to ten.” For Aaron, incarceration “was not an easy
experience, but I got through it.” The worst thing that ever happened to Tommy was “Me
going to Riker’s because I ain’t never think I was gonna go to jail,” and the best thing
was coming home from there.
Jonathan was the one outlier in this regard:
I went to Rikers Island for a week and a half. . . . It was rough. I had guys,
grown men in there, looking down on me like oh, this is a new kid. But I
made it. I made it through, didn’t get hurt in there. Nothing at all. And I
got bailed out within a week and a half, so. I mean that experience was
actually a good experience. I wouldn’t say it as a bad experience. I’d say
that that made me better and smarter in my decision-making.
So it [a prior non-secure juvenile placement] was like a daycare to me. I
felt like, to be honest, I needed a little more than that to help me realize
that that’s not the place to be. So when I went to Rikers Island, I realized
this is not the place to be. I seen mice running past my bed when I was
sleeping.
In contrast to the others, Jonathan found his brief adult incarceration to be a time of
growth. However, this was because of how unpleasant an experience it was.
Police in neighborhoods. In addition to justice system actors impacting
participants’ personal life spaces, police also sometimes influenced the fabric of
participants’ neighborhoods. Three participants, Tommy, Mike, and Just Balla, noted
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large indictments that led to incarceration for large numbers of people. Tommy and Mike
both spoke about the changes brought about by these indictments in positive terms: “But
this projects, all the gang members in the projects got indicted, most of them is upstate
right now, doing time…. You don’t gotta be scared to walk outside, none of that”
(Tommy); “And now that they're indicted, the block has been calmed down and there's a
lot of positive things going on now. So it's actually like a change. I was happy to come
home [from jail] to see that the area has changed and is different – better now” (Mike). At
the same time, both Tommy and Mike spoke about police harassment in their
neighborhoods.
This points to a complex attitude towards the police, which John also
demonstrated:
I remember one night I was, I couldn't go to sleep 'cause of all the
gunshots I heard…. Like, is somebody going to call the cops? 'Cause all
you heard was tires scurrying and then pop pop pop pop and then more
scurrying and then pop pop pop pop. It was like two in the morning and
I'm like, are you serious? Is there no cops outside right now to stop this?
(Did you call?) No, I didn't call. I don't call the cops. I don't like to talk to
the cops 'cause they, it never ends well.
There is both a desire for police protection and public safety, and a desire to avoid
personal contact with the police. Rios (2011) relates this phenomenon to the
overpolicing-underpolicing paradox, common in areas marked by structural marginality
(see also Anderson, 1999). Indeed, it is commonly recognized that residents of
structurally marginal communities frequently have challenging relationships with the
police and justice system, which are important components of these communities (e.g.,
Clear 2007; Goffman, 2014). Current study findings show the impact of justice system
interactions on participants’ life spaces.
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Structural Marginality in Life Spaces
Observable markers of structural marginality at the community level include
substandard schools, dearth of licit economic opportunities, ubiquitous drug market
activity, and violence. All of these are evident in participants’ stories. Demographically,
neighborhood structural marginality is connected to such categories as concentrations of
families living below the poverty line and racial and ethnic profile. Writers have linked
political, social, and economic powerlessness in communities to processes that place
marginal spaces outside of the economic mainstream, educational investment and
schooling, and the presence and functioning of justice system actors (Alexander, 2012;
Bourgois, 2003; Goffman, 2014; Harvey, 2005; Kozol, 1991; Madden, 2014; Paulle,
2013; Rios, 2011; Slater, 2013; Wilson, 1987, 2012).

Structural Marginality in Communities
Community institutions and structural marginality. Substandard schools.
Substandard schools are one common marker of structural marginality and were a
presence in study participants’ lives. Overall, they did not say very much about their
experiences in school, tending to say less in response to direct questions here than on
other topics. One common marker of high school quality is four-year graduation rates. In
2015, the year in which the median participant was 18, the national high school
graduation rate was 83%, that for New York City public schools was 67%, and the
average rate for high schools attended by participants was 55%
(https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_coi.asp;
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https://project.wnyc.org/gradrates/).10 Only two of these schools had graduation rates
above the city average, but still below the national average (74% and 75%). Of the
fourteen participants, only John graduated from high school, and fifteen-year-old Maurice
was still enrolled. Everyone else spoke of GEDs. Of these, only RB said he had
completed his GED; RB had also started in a medical trade school but was no longer
enrolled when I met him.
RB also talked about being accelerated academically to the extent that when he
was supposed to be in middle school he instead went to one of the city’s prestigious
public high schools with a graduation rate of over 95%. However, he was not happy there
and after a few months transferred to military school, where he was much happier; he
attended substandard schools when he was high school age.11 While RB described his
discomfort at the prestigious high school as stemming mostly from a desire to be at a
more typical academic pace, the contrast of the school with the rest of his marginal life
space may have caused him discomfort, as well. Writers describe the policy and funding
decisions that lead to underinvestment in schools serving high-poverty areas (Kozol,
1991), as well as dispositional factors that make teaching and learning challenging in
schools in marginal areas (Paulle, 2013).

10

The school Kimberly named no longer exists and has been broken up into four smaller
schools. I used the average graduation rate of those four schools to represent the rate at
her school. Also, two schools did not have data for 2015 so I used 2014 data, the last year
available. Finally, the nickname Mike told me for his school can apply to different
schools; I selected the more likely school based on his interview content.
11
I did not include the prestigious school in the average graduation rate calculation due to
RB’s short time there and the fact that he was actually in middle, not high school at that
point. Including it raises the average by three points to 58%, still below the city average.
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Drug Market Activity and Lack of Economic Opportunity. Economic
marginality is another important component of structural marginality, including
challenges earning a living through licit means, and the drug economy as an alternative
(Bourgois, 2013; Contreras, 2013). Economic challenges in marginal areas are the result
of macroeconomic trends and the actions of decision makers who control private and
public capital (Fernández-Kelly, 2015; Madden, 2014; Wilson, 1987, 2012). Many
participants discussed their need for a well-paying job, and, as will be discussed in
greater detail in the next chapter, five of them spoke in depth about their drug market
involvement. For now, Tommy’s perspective on the purpose of drug dealing helps situate
the role of drug markets in economically marginal life spaces:
You don’t gotta be hustling to get a name on yourself. Hustling is for
making money. You feel me? Hustling is for making money. You don’t
hustle to get locked up. You hustle to make money. Am I right? That’s
what a job is for. You hustle to make money. You don’t get a job to lose a
job.
In Tommy’s view, the glamour that many people associate with drug dealing is
foolhardy. Drug dealing for him is a way to make money when other available means are
insufficient (see also, e.g., Bourgois, 2003, on this point).
Other markers of structural marginality include violence and common encounters
with various agents and institutions of the justice system. Numerous writers observe the
outsize role played by the justice system in the marginal communities, making it more
likely for the life space impacts discuss above to occur in such spaces (e.g., Goffman,
2014; Rios, 2011). I discuss violence below in connection with the streets.
Visible and invisible structural marginality. Before turning to the streets, I first
address ways that structural marginality appears and does not appear to an outside
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observer. A poorly maintained physical environment is one mark of structural
marginality. Consistent with this, I observed elements such as trash, crumbling sidewalks,
poorly maintained buildings, vacant lots, and poorly maintained parks in Brendan, Mike,
Moses, John, and Maurice’s neighborhoods. Some areas, such as near John’s current and
Just Balla’s former homes, also have visible indicators of lack of safety. These include
cage-like gates to access residential buildings and bullet-proof glass in take-out windows.
At the same time, gentrification was apparent in and immediately around many
subjective neighborhoods, most notably Aaron, Jonathan, Mike, RB, Kimberly, and
Moses’s. These include some of the same areas that also included trash and poor
maintenance. These features could coexist on the same block or on adjacent blocks. For
example, I wrote in my field notes, “Two items of particular note from Moses's block:
one, there was a vacant, grass-covered lot . . . . Two, a part of the block had one of the
most blatant (apparently) luxury buildings (a few in a row, actually) that I saw on the
walk.” Additionally, a website dedicated to townhouse real estate and renovations in
Moses’s neighborhood linked to a news story about his brother’s murder on that block.
Structural marginality and gentrification often interweave spatially.
Not only can structural marginality coexist with visible markers of encroaching
luxury, as epitomized on Moses’s block, sometimes it can be entirely hidden to an outside
observer. For example, Kimberly described her neighborhood as “a bad environment. . . .
It’s really bad over there.” Much of what she describes as bad happens inside the housing
complex buildings, to which I did not have access. (Kimberly was one of the few
participants who wanted to be interviewed outside of her neighborhood and did not want
to give a neighborhood tour.) When I walked through to observe her neighborhood, it
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seemed a quiet, pleasant-enough area. Similarly with John: he described his current
neighborhood as extremely dangerous. However, when I walked through both alone and
with John it seemed a lively bustling area, an impression belied only by the added gates
on residential buildings.
Notably, there was no discernable relationship between participants’ actions and
experiences and markers such as trash and poorly maintained sidewalks and buildings on
the one hand, and increasing gentrification on the other. For example, Brendan, who was
a comparison and did not engage in serious lawbreaking, lived in one of the most visibly
rundown buildings. At the same time, the streets coexisted with or abutted gentrification
in some life spaces, such as RB’s and Moses’s.

“The Streets”
An important way that structural marginality emerges in participants’ life spaces
is through their proximity to and/or participation in the spatial formation of the streets. As
will be elaborated on below, this also relates to the material about educational and
economic community institutions introduced above. While the streets have figured into
past scholarship—Anderson’s (1999) code of the street thesis and the literature around it
is a prime example—streets space, as opposed to non-streets space, has not been defined.
A better understanding of the spatiality and characteristics of the streets can further
policymakers’ and practitioners’ knowledge of youths’ experiences in the streets, and
point to contextual interventions for the overall benefit of the youth and their
communities.

114

In this section, I define the concept as it relates to my participants’ lives and life
spaces, including spatially theorizing and locating the streets. Participants described the
streets as a violent space with constant risk of injury, and one where relationships with
mainstream normative institutions are generally weak. This definition resonates with
much scholarship on urban marginality (e.g., Anderson, 1999; Bourgois, 2003; Ralph,
2014; Rios, 2011; Wilson, 1987, 2012).
Characteristics. An alternative space. Based on participants’ commentary and
descriptions, two key characteristics of the streets are that it is an alternative space to
normative social institutions and that it is a violent space. This brief description largely
conforms to descriptions of the street code by Anderson (1999) and others. Normative
institutions to which the streets are an alternative include family, work, and school. For
example, RB found male role models in the street that he did not have in his family:
For me as growing up like, growing up period, I didn’t have my father.
My father passed away. So I found comfort in older people outside –
older guys that’s in the street. So that’s how I – that’s who really
mentored me – taught me how to do things and look at things in another
way.
For some, unlike RB, it was not a matter of looking for something they could not get at
home so much as a matter of getting older and gaining independence. Their entree into
the streets corresponded with more relaxed parental supervision as they got older.
Additionally, while some participants talked about their parents’ opposition to the streets
there are exceptions. Just Balla’s mother “is against this street shit,” but the situation with
his father is more complicated: “When I was in the street, pops was very supportive of
my street life. Like when I say – he used to give me work [drugs to sell], all that. But
now that I’m not, he’s proud of me, but at the same time he’s not.”
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Another way the opposition between the streets and normative institutions came
up was when participants described what would help fewer youth get involved in serious
lawbreaking and the streets. Many suggested providing normative opportunities for
youth, including jobs and socially sanctioned recreation opportunities. Vega’s statement
is representative on this point:
Probably they should just give people jobs, kids. Young kids, like 16, 15,
they should just make it easier for them to get a job. Do something to
occupy them. Do more programs with them. That’s what’s really making
you go to jail, the streets. Without people being occupied, and half the
time they do whatever else they could. You know what I’m saying? If you
get two jobs you won’t ever be in the street. You got so much time
working And they’re gonna like it because they’re getting paid. It’s not
like they’re just doing it just to be there You know what I’m saying? You
need jobs, programs, basketball teams, everything. More parks and all
that. For real.
If one is spending time in a socially sanctioned space, such as a work location, one cannot
simultaneously be in the streets, and if one is earning money in that location, the streets
lose their allure. In this vein, Just Balla emphasized the need for community centers. RB
critiqued the policy in his housing development excluding older youth from the
basketball gym: “Yeah, let all of them play ball. . . . So they’re outside doing other things
because they can’t be in there playing basketball. That’s my – that’s how I’d do it. That’s
how I see it.”
Also, as is discussed further in the next chapter, many participants were involved
in the drug market, that is, in an alternative economic system. At the same time, there is a
disconnect from the normative economy that goes beyond work; it extends to the forms
of money that people use. An excerpt from my field notes after Just Balla’s first interview
illustrates this observation:
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He also wanted to know if he could get cash off the gift card. When I said
I didn't think so, but you can use it just like a credit card, he looked at me
and said he'd never used a credit card, implying that should have been
obvious from everything he'd been telling me. Perhaps it should have
been. He came back to the preference for cash a few times - at one point
even expressing it as a need, if I recall. Afterwards he even said - I don't
know whether or not he was kidding - that he was selling the $40 gift card
for $25 cash.
While even a casual observer of the mainstream economy can see the decreasing use of
cash in everyday monetary transactions, cash is still vital in the streets.
There are multiple ways that the streets can relate to school. Mike, Tommy, and
Just Balla each shows a different way this relationship manifests in life spaces. In Mike’s
case, he directly noted the connection between his school disengagement and his move
into the streets:
I dropped out of school at 11th grade. I used to do a lot of running around.
Once I started selling drugs and getting all the sneakers and doing
everything I wanted to do and having fun and everything, going out,
chilling with girls, I just said fuck school. I was getting money. I was
making fast money and it wasn't stopping.
Though he doesn’t directly mention the streets in this quotation, elsewhere in the
interview he connects his time selling drugs with being in the streets. Also, for Mike as
well as for RB, Just Balla, and Tommy, the drug market represented an alternative
institution to the mainstream ones from which they were disconnected to varying degrees.
For Tommy, the relationship between the streets and school is a little different.
Prior to his expulsion for robbing another student, Tommy was largely disengaged from
school but attended to some degree: “I wasn’t going to class like that, but I was still able
to fit in with the class environment. I was still going to class, but not on an everyday
basis. I’ll go to class probably like three times out of the week. And Thursday and Friday,
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I’d be skipping class or something.” After school, he “was always in the streets.” School
and the streets were both part of his life space, though in attitude it seems he was more
present in the streets.
The streets also interrupted Just Balla’s school attendance, through the justice
system. He was arrested in eighth grade for gang-related armed robbery and incarcerated
for three years and never returned to community school. Though school was part of the
detention center in his life space, in Just Balla’s experience, at least, no education
happened there.
Violence, fear, and trauma. The streets are violent. Participants’ descriptions of
life on the streets are full of violence committed, experienced, and witnessed by them.
Violence committed by them will be addressed in detail in the following chapter. Here
are a few vignettes that suggest the ubiquity of violence in the streets: Jonathan pointed
out a place where he and his friends used to play “baseball,” saying “that's where a lot of
people go and had their head cracked open … from the bat.” Just Balla, who
characterized himself as both “a street nigger” and “pro-violence,” described numerous
violent incidents involving himself and others. He has two friends in wheelchairs due to
gang violence, and he talked about the violent deaths of three friends. Mike described his
experience of getting shot this way:
But yeah, I was in – I went to a party with one of my friends. And when I
got there, there was this dude. He didn't like me. And he was with his
friends or whatever. . . . When I came out the party, I came out to smoke a
cigarette and he was looking at me. And then my friends was in the party.
My friend was in the party, but it was just two of us. So they had a gun –
whatever – and they tried to rob me. So I grabbed the gun from him and
we was tussling. By tussling, the gun went off because I had brung the gun
down and it went off and it shot my leg.
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These vignettes graphically demonstrate the violence that frequently fills the streets in my
participants’ life spaces.
There are emotional costs. Moses “can’t even remember the last time [he] cried”
for his murdered brother or deceased parents.
And part of that reason being is because I leave them as blank images.
And it’s sad to say that I leave them as blank images, but I only say that
because sometimes if you don’t think about something and you try not to
remember something, you kind of forget about it. With the more that you
think and you dwell on it – for example, the more that I would think and
dwell on them, I would be just sitting here crying, not wanting to do
nothing because oh, I lost my mother. I’m crying. Then I lost my father.
I’m crying. Now I lost my brother. I’m crying. It’s like let me not even
think about it.
This emotional wall Moses describes building up is not only because of the streets - his
parents’ deaths were not violent - but, especially in light of the lack of closure he feels in
his brother’s murder as noted earlier, the streets and street violence do play an important
role in his current emotional state.
The violence of the streets also leads to fear and trauma. John, not shy about
committing violence himself, is afraid to walk in parts of his current neighborhood,
especially at night. Mike poignantly describes the emotional toll of being in the streets:
But yeah, I wasn't really scared. I mean, in the beginning, of course.
Anybody would be scared. But until you go through it to understand what
happens and know what's going to happen when you put yourself in a
predicament, you wouldn't even feel the way a person that never been
through it would feel. But I've been through a lot of things. That's what
make me not scared about stuff like that. It's just the streets make you like
this. It's just witnessing a lot of things and traumatized. Being traumatized
and stuff, seeing somebody dead with their eyes open – stuff like that
drive you crazy. It makes you numb. It's crazy. Any given day, you could
go. So you've got to just be there and be careful in the streets. But yeah. I
wasn't really scared, though. I wouldn't say I was scared. In the beginning,
yeah. But the journey make you bold. Yeah. The journey makes you bold.
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Geography. The streets are a part of local space in urban areas of structural
marginality that both transcends neighborhood boundaries and is not inclusive of whole
neighborhoods. The streets are an experiential space. There are two parts to that
statement: the experiential nature of the streets, and the their relationship to space.
The streets constitute a space that is both supra-geographic and sub-geographic. It
is a supra-geographic space in that it transcends geographic boundaries. This is different
from the way that, for example, a city transcends neighborhood boundaries because the
city is composed of multiple complete neighborhoods. Rather, the geographic aspect of
the streets cannot be mapped. As a sub-geographic spatial formation, the streets do not
fully comprise whole neighborhoods and are not always visible.
Supra-geographic. The streets are supra-geographic in that this experiential space
exists in certain, not necessarily contiguous, geographies. Most of the study participants
dwell or dwelt in the streets at least some of the time. Yet, outside of their more recent
participation in reentry programs, there is fairly little overlap of life spaces. Prior research
suggests that the streets exist primarily in areas of structural disadvantage (Stewart &
Simons, 2006), and scholars theorize and trace connections between characteristics of the
streets, such as violence and weak to non-existent forces of normative social control on
the one hand, and justice system practices, housing policies, and other political and
economic decisions and forces on the other (Anderson, 1999; Contreras, 2013; Duck,
2015; Goffman, 2014; Peterson & Krivo, 2010; Rios, 2011; Wilson, 1987, 2012). These
structural factors help create the experiential space of the streets in many different yet
related geographic spaces. Tommy observed the supra-geographic nature of the streets
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when he said, “Everywhere I go, it’s gonna be the same. The streets are gonna always be
the same.”
It is, however, important to note that there are differences between the streets in
different locations. The clearest way this point came out in the data is from Just Balla,
who discussed being in the streets in two neighborhoods with two very different levels of
violence this way, “[T]he worst thing that’ll happen to you out here is you’ll get your ass
whooped versus other neighborhoods where you get shot.” This is an important
distinction, though the streets clearly exist - and he is a part of them - in both places.
The very spatiality of the streets varies. The contrast among the geographies of
the streets for a number of participants illustrates this well. Most of the descriptions Just
Balla offered of his street life centered on a four square-block area surrounding his home
at that point. This was a residential area with some commercial activity around the edges.
He also showed me a field in a park, a train or bus ride away, where he used to attend
gang meetings in the summertime. Across from the field he pointed out another streets
area: “But you see this track and field? And that parking lot, a lot of shit goes down.”
Mike’s streets were more routinely geographically expansive. While the area he
marked on his map for when he was in the streets covered a mostly residential area about
five blocks wide, as quoted earlier he also said of that time and those activities, “Yeah,
before I got locked up, I could circle a whole bunch of places” on the map. The site of a
fight he discussed was about a mile away from his home. Jonathan’s streets space was
geographically limited. The center of his life in the streets was a playground at his
grandmother’s public housing complex, where he used to live, and just three blocks from
where he currently lives. “This is where a lot of things happened,” including playing
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“baseball” with people’s heads. John was in the streets in a number of places, including
on the sidewalk in proximate but not contiguous residential and commercial blocks near
his home. Moses’s and RB’s streets spaces extended to the insides of their apartments.
RB also pointed out a playground in his public housing complex and indicated that gang
activity happens there.
While there are certain characteristics that define the streets, it is not a single
geographic location. Rather, the streets are found in a diversity of non-contiguous places.
In that way, they are supra-geographic. Not only that, a place that is the streets in one
moment for one person may not be in another moment or for another person.
Sub-geographic. Simultaneously to being supra-geographic, the streets are subgeographic. That is, they comprise only a part of the geographic areas in which streets
space exists. The streets coexist with spaces that are not the streets. These spaces may be
proximate to each other, they may be the same space at different times, or they may be
the same spaces for different people. Types of places that are the streets in one setting
may not be in another.
Even in a place where participation in the streets is widespread, many people live
there without dwelling in the experiential space of the streets (see, e.g., Anderson, 1999;
Duck, 2015). There are “lames…, straight-arrow guys,” in RB’s words, who stay
partially or wholly outside of the streets even while sharing geographic space with others
who are fully immersed there. Kimberly and Brendan, for example, observe the streets in
their life spaces but do and did not participate. When I asked Brendan if he’s ever been
near gunshots he said, “I been – I ran around it, I grew up in the hood, so-…. I’ve been
around a lot.” Yet, he tries to avoid the violence of the streets.
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The streets are not always apparent in spaces in which they occur if one is not
experientially engaged in them. John and Just Balla both described contact with the
streets as all but unavoidable in one key neighborhood for each of them. John’s
experience was rife with fear of victimization there, while for Just Balla some level of
participation was nearly a given for all neighborhood male youth. John’s fear in this
neighborhood was particularly noteworthy because he has committed a fair amount of
violence in his other key neighborhood, where he is not scared. However, I saw none of
this when walking through John or Just Balla’s neighborhoods. I did observe physical
markers of high-crime areas, such as extra gates and other additional security measures
on residences and businesses, but otherwise no sense of lawlessness. This is not a
surprise, given my identity as a white male outsider, and that I was in the neighborhoods
during the day rather at night, when most of the activity on the streets occurs. I was
struck, though, by the vibrancy of life outside in John’s neighborhood after his dark
depiction. In my field notes I described it as a “bustling, vibrant” neighborhood, with all
sorts of commerce available, well-maintained residential buildings (albeit with locked
additional security gates), and many people out.
My experience here in the context of emic descriptions of the streets resonates
with Moses’s response when I asked him what he would tell someone who was thinking
of moving to his area:
I mean, I would say [this area] has the most diversity and all the different
people, not just one race. I would say it can be noisy at times – music
playing, maybe gunshots and things like that. Robberies. Crime. I would
tell them stuff like that. And I would tell them probably overall if they do
what they have to do and they not really worried about what’s going on
around them or what other people are doing, they could survive for a long
time. (emphasis added)
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While Moses was not as forthcoming about life in the streets as were some other
participants, he gave hints of his experiences there. Yet, it is possible to live alongside the
streets without being in them. In Moses’s gentrifying neighborhood there are probably
many newcomers who could benefit from his advice. Indeed, one real estate blog
discusses the experience of moving to and renovating a building on Moses’s block in the
context of a high-crime area.
Parks and playgrounds emerged in my data as particular sites of streets space and
non-streets space coexisting in a single location. Time of day sometimes played a role in
this. Jonathan introduced me to some people in the playground that was the center of his
life in the streets. Of them he said, “Yeah, those are good ones. The bad ones are . . .
yeah, they wasn't there yet. They didn't come out yet,” at three in the afternoon.
Nonetheless, the change in mood when I entered the space and the way the people
regarded me and asked Jonathan about me made me think that perhaps I had stepped into
the streets. I met a number of participants’ acquaintances in a wide range of spaces while
conducting this fieldwork and this was not the only time I was regarded with wariness. It
was the only time I felt I’d stepped into the streets, and after introducing me as his mentor
Jonathan quickly took me back out.
When “a lot of shit goes down” in the track and field and parking lot Just Balla
showed me, it happens “[a]t night. Night. Completely at night. Everything’s covered in
the night. This time everybody’s sleeping. As you can see, the park is empty. You got
those weird health junkies that’s probably out here but that’s about it.” On the other hand,
his outdoor gang meetings were held in “[b]road daylight. That’s broad daylight”; when
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Just Balla showed me the field where the meetings were held, also in broad daylight, it
was empty and not functioning as the streets.
Playgrounds in public housing complexes are sometimes part of the streets and
sometimes not. Despite Jonathan’s statement that the people there when he took me were
“the good influence ones,” I felt that I may have been in streets space in the playground
he showed me. The playground in RB’s complex was mixed: there were also no visible
signs of the streets there when he showed it to me, but he also indicated that gang activity
happens there. The playground in Tommy’s complex seems to not be the streets at all. As
will be discussed in Chapter 5, Tommy is both no stranger to the streets and spoke
positively of spaces that are “quiet” and not the streets. When showing me around his
neighborhood, Tommy spoke of the playground by him in entirely positive terms:
“There’s kind of a park over there. That’s the only thing I like about there because if I be
having my nieces or whatever, I could take them over here and play in the park with them
without worrying about nothing, worry about literally nothing.”
The streets can be described as sub-geographic in that they comprise only a part
of the geographic areas in which streets space exists. One can be in an area where the
streets are a presence—even a strong presence—and still not be in the streets. The
difference can have to do with when one is there or with one’s particular experiences and
positionality. One type of place where this is particularly well-illustrated is parks.
The space of the streets is a part of the geography of structurally marginal
neighborhoods, and, consistent with ideas of multi-locale ethnography (Marcus, 1998), it
is a space that links such places. Being in the streets is not just about geography,
however. It is a space that one experiences, related, as I explore in the next chapter to an
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attitude, to a series of scripts that one uses to participate in this spatial formation. Yet, as
Mike said, “The streets is real”: the fact that street space must be experienced does not
take away from the reality of its presence in areas of structural marginality, or the reality
of trauma caused by existing there.

Conclusion
Study participants’ life spaces are more than their neighborhoods. Consistent with
prior scholarship on the topic, the young people with whom I engaged live their lives in
multiple places with variable boundaries and which may or may not be contiguous
(Campbell et al., 2009; Matthews, 2011). At the same time, neighborhood identification
is important for them (Campbell et al., 2009; Elliott et al., 2006). Home neighborhoods
make up part but not the totality of the geography of participants’ lives, which I call their
life spaces. Expanding on prior research, an important finding from this study is that
talking about life space enlarges the neighborhoods framework, providing a language to
talk about agency in relation to all the spaces in which people live their lives, including
their home neighborhoods.
For many young people whose life spaces are marked by structural marginality, or
community social and economic disenfranchisement (Billson, 1988), the justice system
and the streets are important components of their life spaces. Justice system involvement
affects the contours of life space, by adding typically undesired locations in which one is
obligated to be. In the case of incarceration, this involves a cutting off from the remainder
of one’s life space. The police can also impact places positively, by improving public
safety, especially when participants do not have direct contact with them.
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Data show the streets to be an experiential space that both transcends and is
connected with geographic place. The streets constitute a violent space, and a space
where normative mechanisms of social control do not apply. This is a space that typically
co-occurs with structurally marginal urban communities, in which many young people
live some, most, or all of their lives. Others in structurally marginal communities may not
dwell in the streets at all, though they are likely to be aware of and in some ways
impacted by the streets and their danger. Prior scholarship finds that these impacts
include limits on life space, in the form of parents not allowing their children out of the
house after school (Iversen & Armstrong, 2006). The streets transcend individual
communities marked by structural marginality, while also being only part of those
communities. The streets, as a manifestation of marginality, can be traced to a range of
place-shaping policies, related to housing, economic investment, and policing and the
justice system (Anderson, 1999; Bourgois, 2003; Duck, 2015; Madden, 2014; Rios, 2011;
Wilson, 1987, 2012). Such policies widely impact young people in marginal places.
At the same time, life space is a thoroughly individual phenomenon, such that life
space geographies are at once individualized and structurally informed. Each person has
his or her own set of places and his or her own ways of understand spatial boundaries.
The participants’ life spaces represent diverse geographies, with diverse experiences
within them. Identifying the duality of at once individualized and structurally informed
life spaces is one of this study’s main contributions. These life spaces are a large part of
the context in which the young people here enact their agency. In the following chapter, I
explore that agency and its enactments in the context of their marginal life spaces, with
particular attention to serious lawbreaking.
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Chapter 5 - Findings: Agency and Lawbreaking in Marginal Life Space

The previous chapter discussed marginal life spaces as part of the context for
participants’ lives. This chapter turns to understanding participants’ agency within those
contexts, in order to address the second research question: in areas marked by structural
marginality, how do adolescents and young adults, with a focus on adolescent boys and
young men, enact their agency, especially when it leads to serious lawbreaking behavior?
There are two parts to this question: What patterns can be seen in how youth enact their
agency among structural marginality? How do these enactments of agency relate to
particular life space factors and the young people’s experiences of them?
Accordingly, findings are presented in two sections. The first section presents
categories of circumstances that served as catalysts for serious lawbreaking among the
young people in the study sample. This section also explores participants’ reactions to
these circumstances as situated agency. The second section engages with the idea of the
streets as an experiential space, and suggests the streets as a link between structural
marginality and serious lawbreaking among some youth. After these two sections, I turn
to a discussion of the validity of study findings.

Expressions of Agency in Situations Catalyzing Serious Lawbreaking
Participants discussed four categories of situations to which they often responded
with serious lawbreaking activity, as well as with less serious lawbreaking. I call these
“catalyzing situations” because that term implies a dependent causality. That is, there is
causality: the young people would not have engaged in the specific acts discussed if not
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for the given situations. At the same time, these catalytic situations are neither sufficient
nor necessary conditions for serious lawbreaking. In most of the incidents discussed,
study participants, their backgrounds, and situations were such that once the catalyzing
situations were introduced the individuals responded with serious lawbreaking. At the
same time, people, including youth, frequently encounter these situations and do not
respond with lawbreaking, whether serious or not.
These four categories are: “to be down” (peer pressure), the need/desire for
money, family-related stress, and interpersonal conflicts. The situations catalyzing a
participant’s actions and even specific lawbreaking episodes sometimes fall under more
than one of these four categories. This observation suggests the complexity of agency and
the varied inputs that situate it.

“To Be Down”
A major factor in youth life is peer influences. There is peer pressure, a desire to
fit in. A large portion of the lawbreaking described by study participants, serious and not,
involved associates. Peer pressure, or wanting “to be down” as Tommy put it, was noted
as playing a role in lawbreaking by Jonathan, Just Balla, Maurice, Tommy, and James.
The first four discussed the desire to be down in relation to serious lawbreaking, while
James is a comparison who engaged in less serious lawbreaking.
Maurice is the only participant whose lawbreaking fits only in the “To Be Down”
category. As he explained the incident,
Me and my friends, and they decided to go rob some guy, some old man,
because they said they did it before, so they said they wanted to go, and
then I went, and then they, what's it called, I was there, then I got caught
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in the moment because I was there. They caught me in the moment. It's
like basically wrong place, wrong time. Yeah. With the wrong people. So,
that's how it happened. . . . Actually I was supposed to be in school at that
time, but I wasn't. So we went. We just went, like, "Oh, let's not go to
school today." We went to the park, played basketball. Then we just went
robbed some drunk Mexican guy. It was- the only reason it was severe is
because, I think he cracked his head open or something like that. . . . They
bashed his head open, and he was bleeding. And they said that I hit him
with a stick, but I don't remember that.
Maurice understands his desire to do what his friends were doing to be the only reason
for his involvement in this robbery. The purpose toward which his agency was directed
was fitting in; participating in the robbery was ancillary. Also, his low tone of voice when
describing the robbery as well as comments made elsewhere in the interview suggest a
deep feeling of shame surrounding his involvement. Among these comments, he said,
“I'm not a bad person. It's just that I made a bad decision.” He does not see himself as
someone who would commit a violent robbery: he wanted to follow his friends and “got
caught in the moment.”
In all other cases, this category of catalyzing situation occurred along with
another category. While these four categories provide a useful heuristic for understanding
the participants’ situated agency, they are not strict bins. Interestingly, all the reported
lawbreaking incidents overlapping with the category of peer influences were acquisitive.
Tommy and Just Balla both sold drugs; while both ultimately saw this as a way to
get money, that was not the initial motivation for either of them. Tommy started because
he “just wanted to be down.” Similarly, Just Balla said, “Because growing up – I’m not
gonna lie. I didn’t have to sell drugs at 11, 12. I did it because I thought it was cool. But I
didn’t have to.” For both, this purposive action—their initial decisions to sell drugs—was
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situated, in part, in the fact that in their social milieu selling drugs was an important way
to fit in.
Selling drugs led to Just Balla committing numerous gang-related robberies. Of
these he said, “Well, I’m not gonna say no names or nothing, but niggers was–niggers
used to tell me–they used to give me guns and stuff and tell me go do robberies.” There
are many layers to the situation in which Just Balla’s agency was situated here. He was
fairly newly arrived in a place where “you couldn’t sell on my block unless you were
Blood. And I had been selling for six months, and niggers was like yo, I understand you
from here, but you not really from here and you not really – you know what I'm saying?”
As discussed more in the next section, despite starting selling to be cool, Just Balla
entered a financial situation where selling drugs was the only apparent path to eating
sufficiently. These factors combined to contribute to his joining the gang; once in, his
situation was such that his livelihood—selling drugs—depended on his doing what he
was told, including committing robberies.
Jonathan, James, and Brendan all stole from stores and other establishments
partially due to peer influences. Jonathan “used to go in bars and take a whole bunch of
liquor,” enacting his agency by burglarizing bars fourteen times. When he told me about
the burglaries in his first interview Jonathan emphasized that he was just interested in the
liquor, as discussed in the next section. Though the friends with whom he committed the
burglaries “was in for the money, not for the liquor,” he did not even know they were
stealing money from the bars. Peer influences became more apparent in his second
interview, when he attributed his decision to burglarize the bars to “[t]he wrong crowd I
was around. It’s just peer pressure.”
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James engaged in repeated misdemeanor thefts because, as noted above, he
wanted to have the same nice things his friends had.
[B]ecause the people I chill, they always had money, always had clothes
and all that, chilling with the girls, chilling with the friends, and all that.
And I wanted that, you know, do that. I wanted to be part of the crowd,
have what they had. So I decided to go in stores and try to get my own.
His friends also got money illegally, by “[d]oing they own things. Credit cards and stuff.
I don’t want to talk too much, but that’s the things they do. And they mess with cars.” In
his social situation, money was important and it was normative to get it in illegal ways; in
his personal family situation, there was not enough money for the luxury items he
wanted. He has a love of money that came from, “Just seeing people who have it, and I
didn’t have it.” Notably, it was important to James that though serial, his lawbreaking
actions were more minor: “I don’t get arrested for violent things. I was always
nonviolent. I got arrested for stealing. No grand larceny. It was boosting.” In this way, he
actively asserted his agency in resisting participating in some of the more serious
lawbreaking he observed around him, even while he repeatedly boosted from stores.
Brendan also stole from stores:
I used to go steal from stores when I was hungry and I didn’t have no
money in my pocket. . . . We had – like we had weed in our pockets, but
we didn’t have any money to go get food or nothing. So we used to go to
the Dollar Tree up the block, and we used to go take stuff and stuff like –
we used go take snacks, stuff like that and we used to walk out.
Brendan’s shoplifting was more minor than James’s, stealing only “snacks, stuff like
that.” The immediate context of Brendan’s minor shoplifting actions was being with
friends. For Brendan, as for all the participants discussed in this section, being with
friends is particularly relevant given research findings that youth are
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neuropsychologically primed to be susceptible to peer influences, combined with their
increased likelihood to engage in risky behavior and act impulsively (Cohen et al., 2016;
Evans-Chase, 2014; Scott & Steinberg, 2008).
Tommy, Just Balla, Jonathan, James, and Brendan’s lawbreaking all fit both in
this category and in the next one. Their lawbreaking was catalyzed both by peers and by a
desire or need for money. Mike’s lawbreaking was also both peer- and financiallyrelated. His specific situation in this regard is unique among the sample, however. He
discussed his lawbreaking, as I discuss below, as only catalyzed by financial concerns. At
the same time, as I quote him in Chapter 4 he said,
I dropped out of school at 11th grade. I used to do a lot of running around.
Once I started selling drugs and getting all the sneakers and doing
everything I wanted to do and having fun and everything, going out,
chilling with girls, I just said fuck school. I was getting money. I was
making fast money and it wasn't stopping.
Once he was involved in selling drugs and “running around” he wanted to keep enjoying
the social aspects of that lifestyle.

To Get Money
The desire and need for money catalyzing lawbreaking was a common theme
among participants. Within this theme, there was a large range in how the lack of money
impacted participants. They needed money for hobbies, to keep up with friends, and for
subsistence. At one extreme, John used to ride scooters competitively as a hobby, and he
wanted to buy parts for his scooter:
I wanted to buy new scooter parts. . . . People started doing tricks with
them [Razor scooters] so they started making high-quality parts, and it
wasn't cheap. And it was a day, actually it was the day after my fifteenth
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birthday. I had extra- I had money left over, 'cause I went out the night
before, whatever, so I'm like, I'm just gonna start selling weed. And
eventually I had enough money to buy a scooter. I had more than threehundred, so I was- and then, well I was just like, why even stop?
Similarly, as discussed above and below, James wanted to be able to buy the same nice
things his friends had. At the other extreme is Just Balla, who as discussed above needed
money to eat regular meals. Factors in both their situations included ready access to drugs
and to potential customers, and, crucially, no other known ways of earning comparable
money. These factors are in addition to those that uniquely led each of them to seek a
course of action in order to get money.
Nine participants—almost 2/3 of the sample—noted engaging in lawbreaking
activity as a means of getting money. Most of these nine discussed serious lawbreaking,
though less serious comparison situations are present in this category, as well. Five (John,
Just Balla, Mike, RB, and Tommy) discussed selling drugs.
Mike’s need for money arose when his girlfriend was pregnant. His
understanding of his agency in the situation is nuanced:
My son's mother was pregnant. It was a lot of stuff I had to do to make
sure I was good. And I had to do some things to make sure I was good. I
didn't want to do it, but I did it because I had to. I didn't have no other
choice. I mean, I had other choices, but I just never put my mind to it
because it's like the timing was crazy. She was pregnant. And it's like
damn, I go fill out an application right now. It'll take maybe awhile for
them to call me for the job. And I need this money now to take care of her,
so it was like what else can I do? . . . I sell some weed or something. A lot
of people smoke drugs. A lot of people smoke weed. So hey, I got the
weed and you want to smoke - give me the money. . . . At a point, I was
selling crack.
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Mike at once recognizes that he was an agent, that is, that he could have made other
choices besides selling drugs, and that his situation made quick money such as selling
drugs the only apparently decent option at the time.12
RB also portrayed himself as an agent in his drug selling, characterizing it as an
act of rebellion. At the same time, a desire for financial independence was central to his
actions. He started “selling drugs”—first marijuana and then crack—“[j]ust to get my
own money. I wasn’t asking my mom for anything. The most I asked her for was a dollar
or two dollars, but never nothing big. I wanted to get my own stuff, so I just did what I
had to do.” He went further than not needing to ask his mother for money, and bought her
things with his money. “I bought her a new dishwasher, I mean, not dishwasher, washing
machine, a refrigerator. The Frigidaire one with the ice. I bought a TV for them, 50
inches. It’s in the house right now.” RB’s pride in his financial success was evident.
Selling drugs allowed him feel himself an agent, to do what he wanted to do without
being dependent on others. He acted in order to get money without having to ask others.
In his situation, as in those of other participants, selling drugs was an accessible way of
accomplishing this in a milieu with few other such options.
As quoted in the previous section, Just Balla started selling drugs “because I
thought it was cool,” not for economic reasons. His circumstances changed, however, and
he got more involved in drug dealing and ultimately in gang life due to dire financial
need. When one needs money selling drugs is, simply, just what’s done in Just Balla’s
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Selling drugs was not his only source of quick money; Mike also bought and resold
designer belts. While probably illegal, buying and reselling clothing accessories without
legal business credentials is not considered to be serious lawbreaking.
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social world. When he did not know where his next meal was coming from, a friend took
him aside, “and he was the first nigger that ever give me work. Work is drugs, you feel
me.” Though Just Balla stopped selling a few times, he went back to it because, “You
know what? That was the only shit I knew.”
While Tommy’s financial situation was not nearly as desperate as Just Balla’s, he
also came to see making money as the real purpose of selling, after first starting in order
“to be down.” He did have a sense of there being options in his neighborhood, however.
While he saw selling drugs as the most obvious option for a teenager to make money, he
was also adamant that drug dealing is not the only available path for youth in his
community. When I asked about options for youth to make money he first said, “If you
wanna get money just pick up a pack [of drugs to sell].” I followed up, asking what a
teenager could do if he or she did not want to pick up a pack, and he answered, “So then
just go to school. . . . Go to school, follow what your parents tell you to do. . . . Yeah, you
can go out and find you a job.” Tommy answered both these questions with a tone
suggesting that what he was telling me was self-evident: selling drugs is the obvious
thing to do, and there are other paths available if you don’t like that. He also noted that he
had had a job through the city’s Summer Youth program four years earlier at age 14,
though “[t]hat is not a lot of money for me.” In Tommy’s environment, in which his
agency was situated, selling drugs is not only the obvious choice; rather, it is the more
lucrative choice.
Like Tommy, John also noted the lower earnings that come from the Summer
Youth program relative to selling drugs. As such, selling drugs was his main way to make
money for a time. John then began robbing drug dealers, an activity that is more violent,
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risky, and lucrative than selling alone (see also Contreras, 2013, though John’s
experiences were not nearly as violent as those described by Contreras). When I asked if
he had ever thought about trying to get money another way he said, “Of course, I've been
trying to become a plumber, so I'm trying.” As with Tommy, John enacted his agency in
selling drugs and robbing drug dealers because those routes meant fast cash. Such
lawbreaking was not the only, or even the preferred, way to get money, but John’s agency
was situated in a context in which other routes were either less available or less lucrative.
Whether they understood it as the only path open to them or the right path at a
certain time, drug market involvement was at least for a time an effective way for these
five young men to make money. It was not, however, the only serious lawbreaking
activity for gain among sample participants. Committing robberies was another.
John, Just Balla, and Aaron were involved in robberies to help them get money.
John robbed drug dealers, as noted. Just Balla’s involvement in gang-related robberies
was discussed in the previous section. Aaron’s desire for money and robbing people to
get it stemmed from a desire to not deal with his family. Around age seventeen, he “was
robbing and stuff” with friends when he was
going through stuff, fighting with my step-father. I felt like my family
didn’t care about me, like I was an outcast. I felt like, fuck it. I’m not
gonna ask nobody for nothing and I don’t wanna feel like I’m askin’
nobody, so I’m gonna do what I gotta do to get what I want. And I didn’t
really care at the time.
Aaron’s robberies will be elaborated on below under “Stress and Family Turmoil,” and
are an example of the situation categories overlapping. Like RB, Aaron sought money in
order gain more control in his life, to expand the possibilities for exerting his agency.
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The three others who discussed engaging in lawbreaking with material ends are
comparisons; their lawbreaking does not rise to the operational definition of serious. This
also means that all three comparisons engaged in this sort of lawbreaking. James’s
misdemeanor thefts are discussed in the previous section; they straddle the line between
peer influence and in order to get money. Brendan’s petty shoplifting is also discussed
above, and similarly straddles that line.
Britney was “in the life”—exchanging sex for money—for a few months. While
“the addiction to money . . . the importance of money” made it hard to leave that life, she
experienced the situation as sex trafficking rather than as lawbreaking for gain, and she
gave all the money to her pimp. Given her sex trafficking perspective, there is a question
of to what extent Britney enacted agency in her sex work, as opposed to being a
powerless object to whom things happen (Hoggett, 2001).
Issues of power, gender, agency, and its limits permeate her experiences, starting
with being raped by her father, with whom she had no contact between the ages of four
and 16:
No contact, no seeing, no nothing. . . . So it was just like wow, she's
another girl, but dang, she's gorgeous. And me and my biological father,
we had intercourse. And it was something that was – it was voluntary, but
then it shouldn't have been a question that should have came upon, you
know what I’m saying, a 16-year-old little girl. You know what I'm
saying? And I can say that honestly, that I did consent with it. But I was –
I wasn't all there. I was smoking weed and I was drinking. And I feel like
it was kind of something where my biological father took advantage. . . . I
consider that my dad did rape me. That's what I do say is that he did do
that, because I feel like that's what the definition kind of is the concept of.
And then after I had done that, I thought that, well, I just did that with my
dad. I could do that with anybody. So then I was like man, I could make –
this guy was like you want to make $1,000 a night? I was like hell yeah, I
want to make $1,000 a night. That sounds like really good money. So then
he took me and I was having sex for money. . . . And it just – it started
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going downhill from there. Since that happened with my father, it started
going downhill.
On the one hand, Britney’s father did not physically force himself upon her, and
she expressed willingness to have sex with strangers for $1000 a night. At the same time,
the father-daughter power dynamic, Britney’s vulnerable state at that point in her life, her
young age, and the intoxication point to her consent in the situation as being questionable
at best. She is well aware of this complexity, using both the words “consent” and “rape.”
Being raped by her father, in turn, led to her openness to engaging in sex work. The
agency of all the young people who broke the law for money was informed by their
situations and contexts. Only with Britney, however, is there some question of to what
extent she acted as an agent at all. Also, while there is increasing awareness that males as
well as females can experience sexual abuse and assault of various kinds, it seems less
likely that either Britney’s father or the man who became her pimp would have acted
towards her as they did were she a young man rather than a young woman.
A note on licit work. While the focus in this study is on lawbreaking, the desire
and need for money did not only catalyze lawbreaking activity. Despite the challenges
involved in obtaining legal employment amid structural marginality, participants also had
licit work histories. A number of these specific jobs are addressed elsewhere in this and
the previous chapter. All fourteen participants talked about experiences earning money in
the legal economy. While three, Brendan, Moses, and Britney, only talked about
internships or jobs through programs, the other 11 (over 75% of the sample) all discussed
jobs obtained not under the aegis of a program in which they were participating.
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Stress and Family Turmoil
Lawbreaking is also a way that some participants dealt with stress and family
conflict. Lawbreaking acts were related to the sources of family stress in a variety of
ways. As described above, Aaron committed robberies both to acquire money and in
response to conflicts with his step-father and mother. He emotionally described his
feelings about his mother consistently siding with his step-father over him.
And ma, . . . you should wanna know how your son feels. You should
wanna hear your son out [instead of] trying to debate or try to tell how you
feel or try to tell how I’m wrong with something or why I’m right or
something – you don’t ignore him. Yeah, you listen to him. I mean, he’s
controlling her. She don’t be seeing it.
As a result of the conflict and stress, Aaron sought to avoid asking his mother for
anything, including money. That, combined with his emotional turmoil at the time,
formed an important part of the situation from which he purposively acted in committing
robberies.
Jonathan, sixteen years old, described the stress he was experiencing this way:
It’s everything, as in my grandfather [with whom Jonathan had been very
close] passing and just being able to do a lot on my own, not counting on
my mother as much, and then being older, I’ve got a lot more
responsibilities. It just gets overwhelming, I guess. . . . It was in the mix of
[my grandfather] dying, [my mother] just giving me more leeway. So I felt
like with that leeway came, I had to do different things, like my phone bill.
I got to start paying my phone bill, got to start giving my grandma some
money for being here. Every day, I come home, there’s not gonna be food
there because she’ll [his mother] be working until late. So, you feel me, I
gotta step up . . . , make sure she [his older sister with developmental
disabilities] eats, make sure my grandmother ate. That’s just the
responsibilities in life now that I have realized, getting older.
These pressures, as well as the added pressures of having an infant son, contributed to
Jonathan “drink[ing] a lot of liquor, smok[ing] a lot of weed.” As an under-age minor,
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however, he was unable to buy liquor from liquor stores. This was the backdrop for
stealing from bars that he described to me at his first interview. The clarification about
peer pressure from his second interview adds a layer to his situated agency. Multiple
factors came together in catalyzing Jonathan’s actions: multiple family stresses, his
handling of those stresses with intoxication, his under-age status, and the influence of
peers.
Jonathan and Aaron’s lawbreaking actions were a step or two removed from the
catalyzing sources of stress. In contrast, Vega’s source of family stress was also the direct
target of his first incident of serious lawbreaking. As with Aaron, Vega’s family stress
related to conflicts with his step-father.
Well, that incident was – my mom had a boyfriend, and the boyfriend kept
hitting her. . . . So I woke up one day, I was trying to go to school, and
they kept fighting, around 3:00 in the morning or whatever. And I woke
up one day and I got tight. . . . [S]o I told them, you gotta stop arguing and
stop making so much – I got school tomorrow. They started screaming at
me. So I just took off, and I just hooked my mom’s boyfriend. I used to do
boxing before, so I just hooked him. . . . I put him in the hospital
supposedly. And I just did three – I did three-and-a-half [years] for
that. . . . They said I put him unconscious.
This assaultive response was a middle of the night, spur of the moment non-reflexive act,
with no peers present to inform Vega’s agency in the moment. Rather, his agency was
situated in a lifetime’s worth of experiences, leading to struggles with anger management
and a character apparently permeated with violence.
To illustrate my suggestion that violence permeates his character, when I asked
Vega to share a story from childhood he said, “I mean, I didn’t really have a childhood
like that, a happy childhood,” before describing the “funny day” when he and his brother
provoked a fight and “just beat the whole school up.” Prior to being arrested, Vega’s
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organized recreation was violent, too: boxing. He had many struggles in childhood,
which may have had an influence on his readiness to use violence. These struggles, the
continued emotional effect of which were evident in the interview, included being
adopted by an aunt who did not nurture him. She cared for him because, “My mom’s
locked up. My pa’s somewhere down [in Puerto Rico].” There is nothing unique here
about character informing agency, but the ways in which that happened in Vega’s
situation are particularly apparent in the data.
As a comparison, family stress was behind some of Britney’s illegal actions,
though not serious lawbreaking. In fact, the illegal acts described here are termed status
offenses, denoting a class of acts that are only illegal for minors, such as running away
and truancy. As is evident in this lengthy quotation, Britney experienced a lot of stress in
relation to her home life, while also expressing appreciation for aspects of it. She reacted
to this stress by running away starting at age 14 and acting independently.
I've been very independent. I mean, I've done a lot by myself. A lot. And
especially with my adopted mom, when she doesn't – she hasn't been
giving me any of my mom's death Social Security income. So like for like
four years, I've been on my own. I've been without a winter coat, without
winter boots, cold, freezing, without shorts and for summer things. I've
been sweating in like jeans and sweatshirts. And like I just – my adopted
mom, she was very evil, you know, so. And I had no other choice but to
raise myself. And it was kind of my choice, but then it kind of wasn't.
Like, I don't know. I did do a lot of running away. I did do a lot of that.
Because if there was a place that I didn't like like the group home or like
the foster home that I was in, if there was a place that I didn't like, I just
would run away. Like if it was – oh, I can't wear my – I can't wear shortshorts or I can't straighten my hair? Okay. I'm going to leave and I'm
going to go do it. I'm going to go do it and I'm going to go live with
somebody else that will let me do it. So it's really more of my choice. But
I think I did a very good job of raising myself. I have a beautiful son. I'm
doing very good. I'm a very good mother. But then a lot of it came from
my adopted mom. She raised me good. But there was a lot of bad that
went on in the house. A lot of bad, and there was good. Yeah.
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In Britney’s case, running away—removing herself from her home—was a direct way of
handling the abuse she experienced and her distaste for authority.
As this passage confirms, engaging in serious lawbreaking is not the only
societally censured way young people enact their agency in response to family stress. It is
noteworthy that among the four participants who discussed family stress as catalyzing
illegal acts—Aaron, Jonathan, Vega, and Britney—for the three males those illegal acts
were forms of serious lawbreaking, while for the one female it was running away.
Britney’s belief that her adoptive mother both “raised me good” and “was very evil” is
also noteworthy, suggesting an active struggle between feeling appreciate/affection and
resentment for her mother.
Britney’s telling also illustrates a way that situated agency is often experienced.
Like Mike in relation to his drug dealing, she says that she both did and did not have a
choice. She recognizes that there were other paths she could have taken; at the same time,
her situation and understanding of it was such that she saw no other reasonable path other
than running away and raising herself.
Family stress as a catalyst for lawbreaking is also consistent with prior theorizing
and empirical findings, according to which “negative stimuli” in one’s life lead to
lawbreaking (Agnew, 1992; Paternoster & Mazerolle, 1994). The examples in this section
illustrate some of the ways in which stressful situations lead youth to engage in
lawbreaking, both serious and less serious. These illustrations amplify prior findings by
examining how the youths’ agency—their engagement in purposive action—interacts
with the stressful situations.
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Interpersonal Conflict
Six participants—Vega, Aaron, John, Mike, Just Balla, and Kimberly—discussed
serious lawbreaking related to interpersonal conflict, all involving violence and/or
weapons. Vega’s assaulting his step-father, as described above, is one example. Aaron, in
addition to committing robberies as a way of handling the stress of family conflict has
“been fist-fighting with [my step-father] since I was 14.” His agency in those fights was
situated in the same context as his agency in committing robberies, a context of family
conflict without Aaron was arrested at least once for these fights, though it is unclear if
these incidents qualify as serious by the current operational definition.
In two cases, participants used weapons in self-defense. In one of these, John
stabbed an assailant, leading to a charge of attempted murder. The assailant was a drug
dealer whom John had previously robbed, and who brought a group to attack John. “I
ended up getting set up and they jumped me. And while they were jumping me I actually
had the knife on me, so I used it, and then they ended up calling the cops on me.” John’s
agency in using the knife was immediately situated in his being jumped combined with
an instinct for self-preservation. Pulling the lens back, his agency was situated in, first,
everything that led him to start robbing drug dealers, as well as the inherent violence in
that activity and his exposure to the streets through his community.
As introduced in the previous chapter, Mike’s incident also involved being
attacked:
When I came out the party, I came out to smoke a cigarette and he was
looking at me. And then my friends was in the party. My friend was in the
party, but it was just two of us. So they had a gun – whatever – and they
tried to rob me. So I grabbed the gun from him and we was tussling. By
tussling, the gun went off because I had brung the gun down and it went
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off and it shot my leg. But I didn't know I was shot. . . . And I grabbed the
gun. I finally got the gun out of his hand. And then I ran out the building.
When I ran out the building, I let off two shots in the air. I let off two shots
in the air. They ran off. And then I ran back in the building.
Like much of Mike’s pre-incarceration life, this event happened in the streets. As with
John, then, Mike’s agency here was immediately situated in the fact of being assaulted,
and more broadly situated in the streets’ presence in his life space.
Being assaulted directly precipitated John and Mike’s acts. Sometimes, an
antagonist’s aggression is not in the form of physical assault. Such was the case with
Kimberly.
Kimberly was the one female participant who engaged in serious lawbreaking.
Kimberly had a longstanding conflict with her antagonist. The spark that led to her
assaulting the other woman was the other woman spitting on one of Kimberly’s children.
As Kimberly said,
I just came home from jail because some girl she disrespect me while I
had my two kids. And the girl – she spit on my daughter. So I got really
upset, and me and her fought, and I beat her with something because she
was really bigger than me and I was a little afraid of her. So I used
something and she went to the hospital and I got locked up for it.
Later in the interview she gave a more detailed account of her actions:
It just got me highly upset. I didn't care no more. I just made sure that I
took my kids somewhere safe before I reacted, because I wanted to go
crazy right there. But then I had to think, I'm not about to go crazy on this
girl and my kids is over there. So I just called my mom. . . . My mom is
like I'm downtown. . . . And she's like just calm down, I'm coming in the
cab right now. And I couldn't wait. Soon as I went upstairs, I seen my
father. And my father held the – I'm like – he's asking me what happened,
what happened? I just ran back out the house and I looked for her, and
when I found her I just blacked out – I blanked out.
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Research shows that people in marginalized neighborhoods often do not trust the
police to be appropriately responsive, and as such use violence themselves for selfprotection (Anderson, 1999; Rios, 2011). Kimberly’s agency in this incident was situated
partly in such a milieu. Of the police in her neighborhood she said,
And the cops they really – they will really beat you up for no reason.
Sometimes there probably could be a reason, but sometimes they just
antagonize you and stuff like that. . . . I done seen them beat people up. I
remember one day my cousin, she was pregnant, and she was eating a
pickle. And the cops just ran up on her like, what do you have? What is
that? And it was just a pickle. And then my cousin's like, it's just a pickle,
and they like, oh, we thought it was – they didn't say I'm sorry, I
apologize, because you don't know how she felt and – she could have felt
embarrassed. They came out and they could have scared her, anything.
They just walked away from her. It's like everybody's not bad, but they
feel like – I guess like they gotta be the same way with everybody.
While the spitting incident did not necessarily require police intervention, Kimberly was
concerned that if unchecked the antagonizing her children would escalate, and so acted
by taking matters into her own hand: “What's next? You gonna hit my kid? You're not.
No, you're not, you're not.”
Interestingly, this was not the only spit that led to violence among study
participants; the other such example involved Just Balla. This example was apparently a
misdemeanor rather than a felony, and occurred between my first and second interviews
with Just Balla. He “got into a fight at work.” His actions are noteworthy because of his
efforts to avoid using violence and to solve the situation peacefully, after having
described himself as “pro-violence” during his first interview. His actions in attempting
to avoid violence here are reminiscent of James, who emphasized the minor nature of his
lawbreaking.
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A lady spits in my face and she follows me around my job site for three
hours. I report it to my supervisor. I report it to my program and
everything and they’re like you just gotta deal with that sometimes. You
know what? That – I did the best I could. I know I told you I’d try to go
another route. She spit in my face, the yellow spit that I just spit – yellow
spit like that. It’s disgusting. Don’t know if that girl had AIDS, don’t
know if she had anything. And now I’m at risk to getting whatever she
had. You know what I mean? It’s not good.
Putting aside his incorrect understanding of HIV transmission, Just Balla not only felt
disgusted and disrespected but scared, as well. As a result, after trying other ways to
resolve the situation, “I lost my cool.” Like Kimberly, Just Balla was not physically
threatened or attacked but he was clearly antagonized, and this led to a violent reaction on
his part despite his best efforts.
All of these are examples of “non-reflexive agency,” where the participants took
action that was largely impulsive (Hoggett, 2001): Just Balla lost his cool, Kimberly
blanked out, John and Mike acted in self-defense, Aaron and Vega responded to
immediate interpersonal situations. While some participants described some thought
surrounding other acts of serious lawbreaking, such reflection is predominantly absent in
the cases of violence related to interpersonal conflicts. Just Balla and Kimberly’s
situations are particularly interesting in this regard. Just Balla tried to be a reflexive agent
by first reporting the woman who spit in his face. However, when the situation continued
without a satisfactory response he lost control and acted violently, as he habitually has in
a great many situations. Kimberly, in turn, was both in control and not in control: she was
in control enough to make sure her children were safe, yet she could not wait until her
mother got home and blanked out while she assaulted the other woman.
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Looking at incidents in the other categories through with an eye to the reflexivenon-reflexive axis (Hoggett, 2001), Maurice depicted himself as having been an agent
more than an object when robbing the man in the park, though he was not entirely
reflexive, following the social flow of his friends. Interestingly, Jonathan’s burglaries and
Aaron’s robberies, both catalyzed by family stress, did involve some reflexivity on their
parts, which would not necessarily be expected in stress reactions. Not surprisingly,
participants’ acquisitive lawbreaking was all reflexive within their social and
environmental situations.
Identifying these catalyzing circumstances builds on existing knowledge about
young people’s lawbreaking and illustrates the functioning of situated agency. Applying
Hoggett’s (2001) framework to participants’ actions demonstrates some specific ways
that agency functions. Together, they contribute a new way of understanding the
lawbreaking actions of young people in areas of structural marginality.
Having discussed participants’ situated agency and main serious lawbreaking
involvement, as well as some less serious, as informed by peer influences, material
concerns, stress, and conflict, there remains a crucial question. As reviewed in Chapter 2,
scholars find serious lawbreaking to be more common among youth from structurally
marginal, or disadvantaged areas, than among youth from other areas (Chung &
Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000;
Wright et al., 2014). The situations described above—peer pressure, looking for money,
family stress, and conflict—are not unique to situations or life spaces of structural
marginality. Nor do they necessarily lead to serious lawbreaking, either among structural
marginality or in less marginal settings. Yet for eleven participants in this study, these
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situations did catalyze serious lawbreaking. What are some specific characteristics of
their structurally marginal life spaces that influenced them to respond to these situations
with serious lawbreaking? As discussed in the next section, the concept of the streets
helps explain how structural marginality situates youths’ agency and often increases their
propensity to engage in serious lawbreaking.

Agency in Relation to Life Spaces: Streets Space and Serious Lawbreaking
The concept of the streets as an experiential space was introduced in the previous
chapter. For the participants here, the streets were frequently though not exclusively
where they engaged in serious lawbreaking. It is not surprising that the streets are a
common venue for serious lawbreaking, considering the violence, fear, trauma, and
absence of conventional institutional bonds that mark that space.
Streets space is permeable and fluid. Youth in areas of structural marginality
frequently enact their agency in crossing into and out of the streets. Also, places in these
areas can be not-the-streets in one moment and transformed into streets space in the next.
In this section, I first look at serious lawbreaking in the streets with regard to culture and
injury. I then spatially locate the functioning of participants’ agency in relation to the
streets. I pay attention to participants’ agency related to being in and out of the streets,
and to their agency in acting once they are in the streets.

Serious Lawbreaking in the Streets
A number of the serious lawbreaking incidents described above took place in the
streets. Drug dealing, which can be framed as participation in an often violent alternative
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economic institution, always happens in the streets for these young men. Other examples
of serious lawbreaking in the streets include using violence in the streets for acquisitive
purposes and for vigilante justice. Aaron, Just Balla, John, and Tommy all committed
robberies in the streets. Just Balla also talked about gang-related vigilante justice, saying
circumspectly, “That [a friend of his being shot] was just over some old beef, bro. And
the guy that did it isn’t even with us no more on this earth. I had nothing to do it. I was
still in jail. But.”
Culture in the streets. One observation from my interviews is that many study
participants reacted to the situations described above with serious lawbreaking as they did
because that is simply what is done in their milieus. This was observed above with Just
Balla and selling drugs. Consistent with prior scholarship, there is a cultural aspect to the
streets.
Anderson (1999) describes a particular cultural code followed by young men in
the streets, where violence is not only the expected reaction to a range of situations, but is
perceived to be the safest, as well. Harding (2007, 2010) takes a cognitive approach to
culture, looking at the frames and scripts used by young men in disadvantaged
neighborhoods. Interviews with my participants supported aspects of both perspectives.
First, as reflected in many of the situations described above, acting violently in street
ways is simply the expected norm.
Participants also demonstrated holding diverse cultural repertoires of frames and
scripts. Some of these were consistent with appropriate ways of acting in the streets;
others were more conventional, even arguing against some of participants’ actions. These
diverse repertoires are consistent with Harding’s (2010) theorizing.
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Just Balla provides one example. In many ways, his understanding of the world
and ways of responding are a prime example of a street orientation. He believes that most
conflicts are best resolved by violence, his support system is largely from his gang, and
selling drugs is the most reliable way he knows to make money. At the same time, he
puts a high value on mainstream markers of a good life and success. Regarding his
brother he said,
Right now he got a job. He goes to school. He leaves out my crib seven
o’clock in the morning. Go to school. And then to be home at three to
leave back at three-thirty to go to work. He comes home at like ten, eleven
o’clock. I’m proud of him. You know what I’m saying? He’s doing his
thing. He’s rocking. That’s how, so that’s life. That’s how – I look at him
and I’ll be like that’s life. That’s how life should be.
Such a life is not just for his brother; Just Balla also said at one point that he would like to
leave the street, and that “I wanna do good. I wanna be somebody.”
Similarly, John is both proud of his conventional, societally-sanctioned
accomplishments and uses violence to obtain what he wants, as shown in these two
quotations:
And I’m here 18 years old. I do— I have – right now, I got three diplomas
hanging over my bed. . . . Because [in addition to his high school diploma]
from [my trade school] they gave me two, one from the Home Builders
Institute and then the one from [the trade school]. So it’s just like, and I
have a job. . . . [W]hen I was in Supreme Court for that youth offender
case, the judge himself told me – . . . He was like, you’re an example of
what we want with the justice system.
And I feel bad too when it’s just – say I robbed a little drug dealer – a little
kid that’s selling drugs. That’s the easy rob, a little kid. There will be kids
15, 16 years old, not even. Like 11, 12, coming up to me asking me if I
wanna buy drugs. So in my head I’m just like, I should just take his drugs.
Why would I even – so I’ll just take it. That’s when I feel bad, of course. I
got morals and shit. But it’s just like, if you wanna do that, then you have
to be ready to – because I learned from a young age, too, because I used to
151

get bullied like crazy. But then I realized eventually you have to be the
bully, basically, when it comes to it. So that’s when I feel bad.
John’s moral compass leads him to feel badly about beating up and stealing drugs from
younger youth, but his street-oriented cultural scripts also tell him it is the appropriate
thing to do. At the same time, he is proud that his three diplomas and job make him a
model of how the justice system should work.
John and Just Balla are prime examples both of how culture operates in the streets
and of how culture in the streets relates to culture out of the streets. Violent norms and
shunning societally sanctioned modes of problem solving characterize how people act in
the streets. At the same time, it is not the case that one either fully subscribes to or is fully
against such norms. These young people are complex and non-rational, leading to
enactments of agency that are not always congruent with all of one’s values. In addition
to shedding light on the experiences and actions of study participants, this finding is also
the first application of this aspect of cultural heterogeneity theory to lawbreaking activity
(Harding, 2010).
Injury and agency in the streets. One important element of the streets is the
constant risk of injury and violent victimization. Correspondingly, as discussed earlier,
some participants engaged in serious lawbreaking in the streets as a means of selfdefense. Participants’ agency in these situations is more instinctual than reflexive. The
fight in which Mike was shot in the leg and subsequently fired a shot into the air, after an
attempted robbery on him, is one example of this; John’s stabbing of an assailant is
another.
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Additionally, while he did not report any incidents of acting in self-defense, Just
Balla’s experience in a former neighborhood was permeated by the streets and by fear. “I
was always terrified,” he said. His agency was situated in the neighborhood violence and
his fear of victimization. As such, when walking his dog—not something one enters the
streets to do—he “always had a knife, brass knuckles, a Billy club, different – a variety of
weapons because I used to be nervous walking him” there. Through the action of always
being armed, Just Balla was prepared to engage in assaultive serious lawbreaking if
attacked, in an attempt to decrease the likelihood that he would be injured in streets
violence.
Just Balla’s felt need to carry a weapon even when not wanting to be in the streets
raises an important point: especially for young men who frequently spend time in the
streets, streets space can come to them unbidden. In Just Balla’s example this was a
hypothetical potential for which he was always prepared. For John, it was an actuality.
When he was attacked by the drug dealer he had robbed and the drug dealer’s associates,
John had been sitting on a bench with some friends, smoking.13 While they were
(presumably) engaging in illegal activity, nothing about the setting made it a streets space
per se. In the moment when the assailants came and attacked John, the space was
transformed from a space of relaxed socializing to the violent space of the streets. As will
be discussed regarding Kimberly, below, assaults do not necessarily occur in the streets.
Assaults related to drug market activity, such as this one, however, are of the streets. The

13

Most likely marijuana; while John did not specify this he spoke elsewhere about
smoking marijuana.
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same could be said for assaults involving rival gangs or other identifiable groups of
youth.
Shortly before his second interview John and a friend were attacked by a group of
youth with whom their group had an ongoing beef. In the scuffle, John hit one of the
other young men in the head with a pedal wrench (a bicycle tool; he and his friends had
their bicycles with them) and was subsequently arrested. Again, a social space of
innocuous activity was transformed into streets space. John is frustrated by his seeming
inability to avoid streets-related activity:
But I’ve been trying to stop, but it’s not my fault. Right now with this
recent one, my dad got mad at me. He’s like – he said, oh, what the fuck?
You’re always doing some shit. I’m like, yo, I got jumped. How do you
want me to avoid getting jumped? If I could have avoided it, yeah, I would
have avoided it. Of course, I don’t wanna get jumped I’m gonna say, yeah,
let me get jumped today.
It should also be stated that, while not a theme that emerged throughout the research,
John was also assaulted by the police before they arrested him for the pedal wrench fight.
Other scholars have examined the dynamic of police brutality among structural
marginality and the streets in greater depth (e.g., Goffman, 2014). While John enacted
agency in these situations, such as by stabbing one assailant and hitting another with a
pedal wrench, and prior actions of his played a role in these attacks on him, he was also
very much an object. That is, the assaults happened to them. It was only once the
situations were established that he was able to act.
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Border Crossing and the Streets
The streets have permeable boundaries. Sometimes, as happened to John, the nonstreets space becomes streets space without any action on someone’s part. Other times,
the young men in this study were agents by crossing in and out of the streets, so that their
life spaces straddled the line.
Some young people straddle the streets’ boundary regularly; other times there is a
clear point in time when they first act to enter the streets. Participants also spoke about
trying to leave the streets. Tommy is one example of straddling the streets. From the age
of 12, he said, “After school, I was always in the streets.” He would be in school, and
then cross into the streets. It is certainly possible for the streets to encroach on schools,
but Tommy did not operate as in the streets when he was in school. It was in the streets,
when not in school, that Tommy engaged in drug dealing. Despite all the time he has
spent voluntarily in the streets, Tommy also has a longstanding preference for places that
are “quiet,” where “[t]here’s not a lot of dangerous stuff going on.” He pointed out a park
in his housing complex where he takes his nieces “without worrying about nothing, worry
about literally nothing.” Agency and preferences related to being or not being in the
streets are complex. This is not only the case with Tommy.
John’s life space also straddles the boundary of the streets. He is proud of his
accomplishments out of the streets and complains about his seeming inability to escape
streets-related situations and the resulting justice system contact. After remarking on the
judge who told him he’s an example of what should happen, John continued, “Basically I
progressed, but I still end up in these shitty ass situations. So it’s just like no matter what
I do, it just happens.” From the situations John described in his second interview it does
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seem that these “shitty ass situations” come about in part because of how other people —
both peers and police — have learned to react to him given his past violence, including
robbing drug dealers, before he earned his diplomas and got his job. As such, in the
moments in which these situations arise, he is more object than agent. At the same time,
and as proud as he is of his life and accomplishments outside the streets, he made
allusions to continuing involvement in streets activities.
Vega spoke about a clear time when his life space shifted from being mostly out
of the streets to mostly in the streets. Of an earlier time in his life he said, “I used to do
parkour with [my brother]. And I used to work in – with a trucking company. I used to do
a lot. I used to play ball. I used to box. I used to do a lot of things over there.” Work in a
company and athletic recreation in parks are not the activities of the streets; they are
associated with normative institutions. Even Vega’s boxing, though violent, was
something he did in a boxing gym, a place where society sanctions such violence. “I was
– every day I wanted to go box, box, box, box. That was my life, boxing and basketball.
Then I got introduced to the street and everything.” His introduction to the streets came
because,
I started smoking marijuana with my friend. It was like I didn’t care about
nothing and I didn’t care about nobody. I wanted to fight, fight, fight.
Everything was fighting with me. . . . Just because I’d get high and I
wouldn’t know how to act. And I used to box, so I would feel like the shit,
like nobody could beat me up. I’m gonna punch you and you’re gonna get
just beat up.
His violent tendencies were constant; Vega shifted from acting on them in the gym to
acting on them in the streets. The situating context of his agency included intoxication

156

and lifelong family stress. This stress could have had an impact on his acting to start
smoking, as well as on his “doing some bullying shit.”
Trying to leave the streets behind. Vega specified a point in his life when he
first went into the streets. A number of participants shared narratives of the reverse. The
main way crossing the streets’ border came up in these interviews was in terms of
participants acting purposively in trying to leave the streets behind. Factors such as
maturation with age, fear of violent victimization, and a desire to avoid incarceration and
other further justice system involvement led to a desire on many participants’ parts to no
longer be in the streets. These factors are all identified as elements in the lawbreaking
desistance narratives of young men of color in prior research (Hughes, 1998); I build on
that research by showing how they also motivate young people to try to leave the streets.
Participants had a number of reasons for trying to leave the streets; a number of
the young men cited more than one reason. Some saw their shift in life space as a part of
maturing as they got older. For example, Jonathan attributed his agentic movement away
from the streets at least in part to getting older and maturing: “So I don’t really be in the
streets as much as I did because I don’t want to get into anymore trouble. I guess it was
just I was young-minded. But now I’m matured enough to learn this is not the right thing
to do. This is not a lie.” Similarly, RB noted,
A lot of these young guys is looking for respect, so they’re out here
causing havoc with everybody that they see. . . . I was into situations like
that when I was younger. I got battle scars to prove it. But that’s a changed
era for me. I don’t like that no more. It’s too much trouble. You got to
watch your back all the time.
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The suggested correlation between aging and decreasing involvement in lawbreaking is
consistent with a substantial body of criminological scholarship (e.g., Hirschi &
Gottfredson, 1983; Shulman et al., 2013).
Seeking to avoid physical danger is also a reason participants gave for leaving the
streets and the serious lawbreaking often associated with it. Speaking about a mentor in
the streets who subsequently left the life of the streets, RB said, “And he got murdered
also. So after that, I was done with everything. Like, I’m like they getting murdered. I
guess, this is not for me because this might – I might be next.” Another example is Just
Balla:
And then, you feel me, I stopped – I fell back from that after they shot my
– after they killed my son [friend] while he was holding his daughter – one
of my friends. He was holding his daughter and got shot in the head. So
after that I felt bad because – you know what I'm saying? I didn’t wanna
be a victim.
These experiences made the risk of being in the streets and involvement in drug markets
there palpable for these participants, contributing to a desire to no longer be in the streets
and informing their situated agency.
A number of participants also tried to shift their life spaces out of the streets in
order to avoid further justice system contact. The agency of these young men was
partially situated in their negative experiences with the justice system. Mike’s efforts to
stay out of the streets when he returned home following incarceration were largely
motivated by a desire to stay out of jail. One strategy he used in his efforts was to shift
the geography of his life space. “I mean, like where – I mean, I just be over here really. I
know people from around, but I don't go over there too much because of my situation is
different now. I got to be really careful of who I hang out with and stuff like that,” he
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said. He later added, “I don't want to go nowhere I don't belong – end up somewhere I
don't want to be.” While Mike still spent time socializing with friends in his
neighborhood, he curtailed his geographic range in order to stay out of the streets and
away from streets-related activity. Twenty-seven months of incarceration, during which
he missed his son’s birth, helped situate his agency regarding where in his neighborhood
to spend time.
Jonathan also shifted his life space to avoid arrest. For him, this shift in his life
space was associated with a reorientation of his way of being in the world and his
maturation mentioned above, as shown in the quote on the previous page. Unlike Mike,
Jonathan did not limit the area in which he spends time. As was noted in Chapter 4, the
center of his life in the streets was a playground at his grandmother’s housing complex,
where he used to live. He still spends time there, but interacts differently with some of the
people he knows there than he used to:
I actually know a lot of the bad influences but I choose not to be around
them. I see them, like, yo, hey, what’s up. But I never just sit down and
hang out with them because now – I used to. I ain’t gonna lie. I used to.
They just smoke a lot of weed and stuff like that so I choose not to be
around them anymore. My drug tests is negative so it’s like I – I’m good.
I’m clean. I don’t need to be around any of that.
This is in addition to his earlier quoted remark that he “don’t really be in the streets as
much as I did” in order to avoid trouble. In Jonathan’s case, then, he did not act to fully
leave the streets but is careful and seemingly consciously reflective about how he acts
when he is there.
Tommy also left the streets and the drug dealing he did there because he did not
want to be arrested and incarcerated again: “I ain’t trying to get locked up for something
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that really ain’t mine, you feel me, really ain’t mine. So I’m like damn. Fuck it. Got me a
job.” Tommy has worked a number of jobs and was apparently able to accomplish this
shift without difficulty. This is consistent with his earlier noted comment that while
selling drugs is the obvious thing to do in the life space in which he grew up, there are
other, legal, paths available. In his view, the choice is unconstrained.
Others, however, did experience constraints when trying to enact their agency
towards desired ends. Some participants faced challenges in their attempts to leave the
streets. This group had varying degrees of success in overcoming those challenges. John
struggled the most in this regard. As has been noted he seemed to be followed by the
streets even as he attained markers of conventional success; he was both agent and object.
Just Balla also faced some challenges. Despite his efforts at “falling back,” he
returned to the underground economy—selling drugs—because that was the only way he
knew to make money, “the only shit I knew.” Across his two interviews, though, he did
succeed in mostly staying out of the streets. This was facilitated by the fact that a number
of the people with whom he used to be in the streets were incarcerated. For example, “It’s
not even hard,” to avoid old beefs, “Because all the older niggers is in the feds.” Thus,
the streets were not following him, as happened to John. This is an important factor in
which his agency was situated.
Just Balla was also motivated by the ease with which spending time in the streets
often leads to carceral restrictions on life space: streets space leads to jail space. “I don’t
wanna be a statistic and always locked up,” he said at his first interview. At his second
interview he talked about wanting to remain free with his girlfriend and dog: “Look what
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I got out here, bro. . . . I just be trying to chill, bro. You know what I’m saying, I’m tired
of them cells, bro. Them shits is whack, the shits is whack.”
Though RB managed to stay out of the streets, he faced financial pressures similar
to Just Balla’s. These financial pressures almost led him to return to the illicit streets
economy when he got out of jail: “Every time I get a no, I want to go back into the
situation.” Returning from jail, RB faced certain constraints, such as the need for money
and available means for obtaining it. Other people helped him financially, allowing him
to enact his agency as he preferred at that point, by not returning to the streets to sell
drugs. “It’s either get fast money and go to jail for a long time or suck it up and just deal
with it until you can get a legal situation. That’s what I’m doing. Sucking it up until I get
a legal situation.” The challenging action of “sucking it up” allowed RB to leave the
streets, a spatial move that many participants sought to make.

Staying Out of the Streets
Finally, there are young people in areas of structural marginality for whom the
streets are not an important part of their life spaces. Sometimes these young people
engage in serious lawbreaking outside of the streets; some do not engage in serious
lawbreaking at all. Moreover, since participants were recruited for this study specifically
because of past lawbreaking involvement there are no doubt young people in these areas
who do not engage in any lawbreaking, serious or less serious. The “lames…, straightarrow guys,” discussed by RB would fit into this category.
Maurice and Kimberly are the two participants whose serious lawbreaking was
not associated with streets space, and also the only two who engaged in serious
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lawbreaking exactly once. Both were involved in violent acts: Maurice, along with
friends, assaulted and robbed a stranger who was sitting in a park; Kimberly assaulted a
longtime antagonist who spat on her daughter. While both acts were violent neither took
place in the streets; they did not relate at all to the various networks comprising the
alternative institutions which, along with violence and risk of injury, characterize the
streets. There are differences between Maurice and Kimberly, too, most notably in how
they understand their actions and agency in their serious lawbreaking situations.
Reflecting on the situation with an uncomfortable laugh, Kimberly said, “I don't feel like
I was wrong for what I did, but the law did.” Maurice, by contrast, got caught up in the
moment, following his friends, and is deeply ashamed of his involvement.
Brendan and James also participated in lawbreaking, though not serious
lawbreaking, entirely outside of the streets. Brendan used to shoplift when he did not
have pocket money. Enacting agency in this way in the situation of needing or wanting
money is a stark contrast to committing robberies or participating in the streets’ economy
through drug dealing. Brendan is also averse to violence and has neither committed
violence nor been injured by it. While he “grew up in the hood, so . . . I’ve been around a
lot” of violence, the one specific incident of being near violence that he mentioned
involved running away when he and his friends heard gunshots. While his neighborhood
does not seem to be plagued with violence to the extent that some others are, Brendan’s
ability to avoid injury in a violent neighborhood also has a lot to do with his agency in
running away from violence. James is similarly averse to violence. In addition to
emphasizing the nonviolent nature of his lawbreaking, as quoted earlier, he also noted his
appreciation for the quiet of his current neighborhood:
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So I say around that area or around my area is the best place to move. But
like the last time I heard about activity that happened in the projects or the
street was probably last year or the year before that. I’m not sure. But
yeah, nothing really happens over here. It’s quiet.
In contrast to Tommy, however, who also appreciated the quiet where he lived, the life
space that James described does not involve the streets at all. The streets are an important
part of the life space of many participants, but not all.
Among those participants who stayed out of the streets overall, Kimberly directly
commented on enacting her agency towards this end:
It's just how you carry yourself and how you move and who you associate
with and stuff like that. If you associate with the wrong people, you gonna
be in trouble all the time, and if you associate with good people, then there
won't be that much problems for you. You just gotta be by yourself, stay
out of trouble, don't gossip or nothing like that and you'll be all right.
Come in and out the building. That's it.
The spatial and social strategies Kimberly discusses here are similar to those employed
by those trying to leave the streets. While Kimberly presents these as easy
straightforward actions, the young people who act in this or similar ways do so in life
space situations where the streets are hard to avoid. Kimberly’s relative ease at staying
out of the streets may also be due to her gender, in light of scholarship showing that in
contrast to young men in areas of structural marginality, young women are more prone to
spend time indoors, close to home, or in proximity to adults (Briggs et al., 2010).

Agency and the Streets
The streets were established as an important part of participants’ life spaces in the
previous chapter. The second part of this chapter built on that finding by demonstrating
some of the ways participants’ situated agency functions in and around the streets, thus
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further expanding knowledge about the interactions between their experiences, contexts,
and actions. Participants’ enactments of agency occurred in two ways in relation to the
streets. One, there was agency in being in or not being in the streets. Two, there was
agency in acting from a given spatial location.
Participants straddled the border of the streets, entered the streets so this space
became dominant in their life spaces, left the streets, and stayed out of the streets
altogether. Peers, drugs, and wanting to avoid injury, arrest, or jail were all factors in
some of these movements. Sometimes the streets encroached on other spaces. There were
multiple influences on participants’ agency regarding their location relative to the streets.
In these spatial moves, participants were reflexive and instinctual, agents and objects to
varying degrees (Hoggett, 2001).
Participants trying to leave the streets were reflexive agents, making conscious
choices about with whom to socialize and where to go in order to stay out of that spatial
formation. Sometimes such efforts were insufficient, as with John, who did not have
agency when the streets moved to his location. He could have responded differently than
he did, though the instinct for self-defense is a strong one and likely saved him from
severe bodily harm.
When in the streets, young men in this study typically acted appropriately for that
milieu. These actions have consequences, including justice system involvement. Notably,
once one acts to enter the streets and acts within them, it is often the case that selfdefense—which can easily involve an act of serious lawbreaking—becomes necessary for
physical protection.
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Also, successfully staying out of the streets is not equivalent to avoiding serious
lawbreaking, arrest, or incarceration. People can and do engage in serious lawbreaking
outside of the streets as well as inside. Looking at the spatial formation of the streets
helps illuminate the dynamics in some but not all engagement in serious lawbreaking by
these young people. The various enactments of agency in determining whether one is in
the streets, out of the streets, or straddling the border, and in acting from those spatial
locations, represents some of the range and variation in young people’s situated agency in
serious lawbreaking. Identifying this range and variation is the last of the current study’s
findings.

Validity
With the findings presented, some reflection on their validity, or trustworthiness,
is in order. In Chapter 3, I identified five main ways I anticipated encountering threats to
validity:
1. Participants may not have been entirely truthful about their experiences and
perceptions during the interviews,
2. When participants encountered acquaintances during the walking tours, they may
have acted differently than they would have if unobserved by an outsider,
3. Others in the neighborhoods may have acted differently if aware of my presence
as an outsider during neighborhood observations,
4. I may have seen data that speak to structural or public policy-relevant linkages as
more significant than data that speak to family or individual influences on
behavior, and
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5. My positionality, preexisting attitudes, and life experiences may have influenced
analysis and the prioritizing of certain data over others in myriad ways.
To address the first, I paid attention not only to what participants said but also to
how they said it. There were times when I suspected a participant was not being entirely
truthful, that is, that a participant was deliberately masking his or her true experiences or
perceptions in speaking with me. In those instances I neither used the material as shared
by the participant nor what I thought was going on. This includes excluding all data from
Wiz.
I discussed with participants encounters they had with acquaintances during
walking tours. In some cases participants would have spent more time talking with people
they encountered had I not been there, but otherwise they would not have acted
differently. Despite my efforts at discretion, there is no way to know if others in the
neighborhood acted differently, seeing a visible outsider. My main finding from the
independent observations is the difference between neighborhood space as observable by
an outsider and life space as experienced by habitués. It is possible that were I not a
racially visible outsider I would have observed more streets life during these walks. I
think this is unlikely, however. Were I a recognized member of the community I may
have seen glimpses of street life, but I do not believe an unknown person with similar
racial phenotype to community members would have seen more than me. At the same
time, luck played a role in what I did and did not see, just as Brendan and his friends
happened to be down the block from gunshots in the middle of the afternoon.
As noted in Chapter 3, neglecting data speaking to family or individual influences
was not in the end a threat to validity since I heard data strongly reflecting both this
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perspective as well as a more structurally-focused perspective. Participant validation, to
ensure that I did not inappropriately prioritize certain data over others, was only
minimally possible. Half the study participants were not available for any follow-up. For
the others, there was some clarifying and correcting of material from first interviews
during second interviews. However, the wealth of new material introduced in most
second interviews combined with my position as a novice interviewer led to less robust
participant validations than would have been preferable.
Despite this challenge, I believe the findings presented in this dissertation have a
high degree of validity. I paid close attention to my participants and their surroundings
during fieldwork, and was careful not to decontextualize quotations in a way that would
alter their original contextualized meaning. Most importantly, I would argue, the
numerous quotations included in this and the previous chapter not only allow the
participants to speak directly to the reader, but also allow readers to determine for
themselves the degree of “correctness or credibility” in the findings presented here
(Maxwell, 2013, p. 122).

Conclusion
Data revealed a range of ways in which young people in areas of structural
marginality enact their agency related to serious lawbreaking. First, I identified a number
of situations to which this group of young people sometimes responded with acts that
constitute serious lawbreaking. I then explored the close presence of the streets as an
element common to many structurally marginal life spaces that make such responses to
the identified situations more likely, though not deterministically so. The streets are a
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major conduit through which structural marginality creates limits and possibilities for
young people’s agency. Not all serious lawbreaking happens in the streets, though, and
young people in the streets do not always engage in such activity.
A desire “to be down,” a desire or need for money, stress and family turmoil, and
interpersonal conflict all catalyzed study participants’ engagements in serious
lawbreaking. As such, these circumstances make up part but not all of the context in
which participants’ agency was situated. Sometimes, the lawbreaking was a direct way of
addressing the situation, such as robbing or selling drugs to get money or fighting with
antagonists. Other times, the relationship was less direct, such as robbing people or
stealing liquor to drink as ways of handling family stress. Identifying these situations,
however, is only one piece of the puzzle.
Since the streets are a presence in many areas of structural marginality, youth with
life spaces that include such areas take action by entering the streets, staying in the
streets, exiting the streets, staying out of the streets, and/or straddling the boundary.
Exiting the streets can be challenging not only because of one’s own habits and comfort
in the streets, but also because of how others react. Thus, out-of-streets space can rapidly
be transformed into streets space. One’s position relative to the streets does not determine
action, however: one can be somewhat in the streets, associating with streets friends, and
not engage in serious lawbreaking. Also, serious lawbreaking is not limited to the streets;
some young people who never enter the streets also sometimes engage in such activity.
While the streets are an important feature of the life spaces of young people and
proximity to the streets situates their agency, there is also variability in how the young
people in this study enacted their agency relative to the streets and serious lawbreaking.
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Returning to Hoggett’s (2001) two-axis model of agency introduced in Chapter 2,
the reflexivity/non-reflexivity axis is helpful for understanding these young people’s
agency related to serious lawbreaking. Participants were more or less reflexive versus
instinctual in their actions related to the streets. Proximity to the streets informed their
perceived choices of action when acting more reflexively, and informed the direction of
their action when they acted less reflexively. The self-as-agent/self-as-object axis is less
helpful: while there were moments in participants’ lives where their agency was
curtailed, some of which were introduced in this dissertation, engaging in lawbreaking is
an active endeavor; thus agency, however situated and non-rational, can be expected to
be a part of it. Understanding how these young people’s agency operates, including nonrationally and broadly situated, advances understandings of this population’s experience
and can help suggest contextual interventions to reduce serious lawbreaking.
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Chapter 6 - Conclusions and Implications

The preceding chapters examined the life spaces of adolescents and young adults
in areas marked by structural marginality, and explored how these youth, particularly
adolescent boys and young men, enact their agency. These chapters specifically
examined these questions when the young people in question engaged in serious
lawbreaking. That young people from urban areas of structural marginality are
disproportionately involved in serious lawbreaking is well-documented (Chung &
Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Oberwittler, 2004, 2005; Peeples & Loeber, 1994;
Wikström & Loeber, 2000; Wright et al., 2014). Connections between individuals’
purposive actions and diverse elements of their environments, including structural
elements, have also been affirmed (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Frost & Hoggett, 2008;
Gotham & Brumley, 2002; Kirk & Duschinsky, 2014).
The social work literature has been critiqued for insufficient attention to
marginalized people’s contextualized and contingent agency (Parsell et al., 2017). This
critique extends to research on marginalized people who are involved in lawbreaking,
especially quantitative research, including that investigating neighborhood social
disorganization in relation to local lawbreaking (Gotham, 2003; Visser et al., 2015). Even
in scholarship that looks closely at the emergence of people’s lawbreaking behavior in
relation to context, however, such as the rich ethnographic literature of young people’s
lawbreaking and justice system involvement, agency as a concept tends to be
underdeveloped (Anderson, 1999; Bourgois, 2003; Fader, 2013; Goffman, 2014; Rios,
2011)
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Agency is the ability to take purposive action in one’s life, though it is not
absolute. In this study, I drew on prior scholarship to explicitly articulate agency as nonrational and situated (Choi, 2007; Hoggett, 2001; Wacquant, 1997). While agency argues
against determinism, they are not opposite concepts. Rather, it can be said that agency
mediates structural influences.
Additionally, the geography of marginality was expanded beyond the more
typical neighborhood frame with the idea of life space. Talking about life space
recognizes the multiplicity of geographies that are important to people. This study also
recognized that areas of structural marginality are connected to though distinct from one
another (see also Small, 2004, on his conditional approach to neighborhoods). With these
understandings of agency and structurally marginal life space, this research explored two
main questions. The first question was about aspects of young people’s life spaces among
structural marginality; the second was how young people with structurally marginal life
spaces and histories of serious lawbreaking enact their agency through lawbreaking.

Summary of Findings and Implications
There are two broad categories of findings in this study, findings pertaining to the
fourteen participants’ spatial experiences and findings pertaining to their agency in
relation to serious lawbreaking. The young people’s contexts—their life spaces—helped
to create the limits and possibilities for their agency and actions taken. This happens in
marginalized communities in several ways. Economic marginality and need encourage
illicit means of monetary gain. The stresses of poverty often impact how youth handle
additional stressors such as family conflict. Violence is encouraged by local norms; the
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norms are adapted to spaces abandoned by much of society and its normative
mechanisms of social control (Anderson, 1999; Brezina et al., 2004; Santiago &
Wadsworth, 2009; Stewart & Simons, 2006). This situation is compounded among youth,
who are more likely both to follow their peers without fully considering consequences
and to break the law than are people in other age groups (Evans-Chase, 2014; Hirschi &
Gottfredson, 1983; Scott & Steinberg, 2008; Shulman et al., 2013).
This project addressed the question of, how do adolescents and young adults,
primarily adolescent boys and young men, in areas of structural marginality, enact their
agency, especially when it leads to serious lawbreaking behavior? The first step in
addressing this was identifying situations to which these youth often respond with serious
lawbreaking and exploring how those responses express agency. One key finding was the
identification of four situations that catalyze involvement in serious lawbreaking: peer
pressure and the desire to fit in, the need or desire for money, family-related stress, and
interpersonal conflicts. Study participants in diverse marginal contexts typically
responded to catalyzing circumstances by engaging in some form of serious lawbreaking.
Their specific actions were informed by numerous aspects of their lives. That is,
exploring the young people’s actions in these situations illustrated how situated agency
functions, building on prior research on young people’s lawbreaking.
Addressing the research questions also involved examining participants’
enactments of agency relative to their life spaces and to their experiences of those life
spaces. I identified and explored the experiential space of the streets as a key site where
participants enacted their agency in relation to serious lawbreaking. The streets is a
simultaneously sub- and supra-geographic space, frequently co-occurring with structural
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marginality, that functions as an alternative to mainstream social institutions and is
marked by violence, fear, and trauma. Articulating this definition from the ethnographic
data expanded on prior research regarding the streets, in that prior research tends not to
attempt defining what precisely is meant by “the streets.” This was the second key
finding.
The third key finding involves participants’ agency relative to the streets.
Participants crossed in and out of the streets, engaged in serious lawbreaking in the
streets, tried to leave the streets behind, and stayed out of the streets. In all their acts, the
young people were sometimes reflexive and sometimes non-reflexive, and generally
acted more as agents than as objects. When they acted in ways that put some cultural
frames or scripts in conflict with others, they demonstrated the non-rationality of agency
with their multiple, competing selves. Introducing the idea of situated agency as a way of
understanding the contextualized actions of members of the study population helps to
identify contextual interventions that can benefit youth and communities. Such contextual
interventions have the potential to lessen serious lawbreaking by members of this
population by altering the contexts in which their agency is situated.
Structural marginality, with which the streets frequently but not necessarily cooccurs, is defined by social and economic powerlessness and disenfranchisement
(Billson, 1988). The areas of structural marginality in which participants lived and live
are marked by violence and physical danger, challenging police relations, and
commonplace illegal economic activity. In considering people living among structural
marginality, it is important to consider their entire life spaces, that is, the full geography
of their lives. As such, to lay the groundwork for understanding youth’s situated agency,
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this research also asked about aspects of young people’s life spaces in areas marked by
structural marginality.
Addressing this question involved exploring and identifying components of
participants’ life spaces, and how those components relate to participants’ life
experiences. The roles of individual neighborhoods, the geography of life spaces, and the
manifestation of structural marginality were all examined in the life spaces of study
participants. Neighborhoods are important components of life spaces, and participants
strongly identified with certain neighborhoods. At the same time, the boundaries of those
neighborhoods are contingent in participants’ experiences, and their spatial lives involve
multiple geographies, both over the course of a day and over a span of years. This is the
first known empirical demonstration of spatial polygamy with the study population
(Matthews, 2011). That participants have multiple meaningful places in their lives,
constituting individual life spaces among shared structural marginality, was the fourth
key finding.
Talking about life space expands on the neighborhood framework, and provides a
way of talking about agency that accounts for all the spaces in which people live their
lives. Similarly, talking about marginal life space offers an expansion of the
neighborhood disadvantage framework. The agency of study participants was situated in
and by multiple spaces, and they enacted their agency in part by moving between, or not
moving between, spaces. Their life spaces were also impacted by justice system
involvement, such as through additional spatial commitments—probation reporting, for
example—and limitations on their mobility, such as through incarceration. These
impacts, in addition to overall findings around spatial polygamy, add to the literature on
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the contingent nature of neighborhood boundaries (Campbell et al., 2009; Coulton et al.,
2013; Coulton et al., 2001). Neighborhoods and neighborhood disadvantage are
important in considering young people’s serious lawbreaking, and it is simultaneously
essential to understand the fluidity of spatial influences in people’s lives. The words and
experiences of the young people in this study provide empirical support for Martin’s
(2003) observation: “I emphasize that a neighborhood is a type of place, and, as such,
should be studied as a contingent, flexible space that nonetheless has material,
experiential salience for people’s lives” (p. 362).
Life spaces are at heart individualized phenomena that, in cities at least, are
grounded in neighborhoods. Life spaces and the neighborhoods that factor into them are
also where larger social structures and processes manifest locally in participants’ lives.
Scholars have described the impact of diverse structural factors on the lives of those in
marginalized communities. Identified factors include public and private economic
divestment, policing policy, and historic legal segregation and its legacy (FernándezKelly, 2015; Massey & Denton, 1993; Peterson & Krivo, 2010; Rios, 2011; Wilson,
1987, 2012).
“But at the end of the day, we’re still in the hood,” Brendan said. For him, “the
hood” represents violence and being held back in life, as well as home. I heard similar
characterizations of participants’ life spaces again and again, referring to neighborhoods
throughout New York City. This study contributes insights into how young people in
marginalized communities, particularly those with histories of serious lawbreaking,
experience space and enact their agency. In order to improve their communities—their
hoods—however, so that these home spaces can be positive and enriching for the youth
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who live and grow up in them, the findings here must be used to inform further research
and public policies, as I discuss below.

Limitations
This was an exploratory study of how young people in areas of structural
marginality enact their agency when (and if) they engage in serious lawbreaking. It
yielded insights into these young people’s life spaces and how their agency functions
within those marginal spaces. Nonetheless, it had a number of limitations, some of which
can be addressed in future research.
One, the sample size was fairly small and contacts with participants more limited
than in many ethnographic studies. A larger sample with more contacts likely would have
yielded data with more breadth and depth than was collected. Resource limitations, both
time and financial, prevented continued recruitment efforts beyond what was done or
attempts at longer engagement with participants. This constraint was in addition to the
recruitment and retention challenges discussed in Chapter 3. Also, despite efforts at
recruiting a gender-balanced sample the vast majority of participants were male. This
disproportion greatly curtailed my ability to make empirical observations related to
gender.
Consistent with the life space frame and spatial polygamy, this study drew on
multi-locale ethnography as a way of understanding connections between different and
frequently disparate marginal urban spaces (Kjeldgaard et al., 2006; Marcus, 1998).
Multi-locale ethnography frequently follows participants as they move between locales.
While some of that was undertaken here, such as interviews and/or observations in
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multiple neighborhoods for a few participants, most of the multi-locale aspect of this
study was in engaging with participants who are from and live in different places in New
York City. The multi-locale methods undertaken here were a necessary consequence of
having one to two interviews per participant; however, some spatial connections may
have been missed.
Related, neighborhoods have histories, institutional characters, and other
attributes that can be externally observed and may bear upon residents’ experiences.
Having recruited with an eye to geographic diversity and followed my early findings to
hone in on the individual nature of life spaces, it did not make sense for me to focus
closely on one or a few discrete geographic areas in order to situate participants’ spatial
experiences historically and institutionally.14
Earlier research protocols included using a geographic information system (GIS)
to map participants’ spatial experiences. GIS has been used creatively in studies that
pertain to spatial experiences within subjective neighborhood boundaries (Basta et al.,
2010; Coulton et al., 2013). Innovative uses of mapping and GIS tools in qualitative
research have also received scholarly attention (Keddem et al., 2015; Kwan & Knigge,
2006; Matthews, Detwiler, & Burton, 2005; Pavlovskaya, 2006). As this project
unfolded, however, it became clear that GIS did not offer the best tool for approaching
the research questions, and GIS techniques were therefore not used. Nonetheless, it is
possible that some spatial insights may have been missed that some form of GIS work
may have captured.

14

For an example of research that looks especially deeply at the history and institutional
nature of a very small geographic area, see Small (2004).
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Despite these limitations, brought about by resource constraints and as the flip
side of deliberate methodological decisions, this study has a number of strengths. It
contributes to the literature by applying explicitly theorized ideas of agency and space to
the population of young people engaged in serious lawbreaking. The study both takes
seriously young people’s experiences of neighborhood space and takes account of their
larger life spaces. It is also the first known use of a multi-locale framework with the topic
of young people’s lawbreaking, demonstrating areas of overlap in the experiences of
young people from different marginal areas, while also showing the different experiences
individuals have in different key places. Future research can build on the current study’s
strengths and findings while addressing its limitations.

Policy Recommendations
Part of the rationale behind this study was to identify contextual interventions that
address the marginality of the youth and their communities, thereby potentially reducing
young people’s involvement in serious lawbreaking. The logic here, as illustrated by
participants’ experiences, is that the agency young people enact through serious
lawbreaking—as with all human agency—is deeply situated in the contexts in which
people live, grow, and develop. Preventive and reactive interventions in young people’s
lawbreaking, including justice system and therapeutic interventions, typically focus on
individual behavior and individual responsibility (Abrams & Aguilar, 2005; Evans-Chase
& Zhou, 2014; Fader 2013; Hahn et al., 2007; Lipsey, 2009). On the other hand, policy
changes that target community conditions can serve to improve public safety while
holistically addressing marginalized young people’s wellbeing.
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Increase Opportunity
Echoing a decades-old argument, the main suggestion that emerges from this
study is the need to increase opportunities for young people in communities marked by
structural marginality (e.g., Cloward & Ohlin, 1960). The need for this was suggested by
many participants and also addresses some needs highlighted by study findings.
Opportunities for both jobs and recreation are important. Increasing opportunities for jobs
and recreation would serve two purposes. One, it would provide young people in
marginalized communities with organized activities, offering them an alternative to being
in the streets. Two, increasing opportunities to make money outside of the shadow
economy would alleviate some of the financial pressures young people experience, and
provide a licit means for obtaining what many now seek illicitly.
While research findings do not point to a particular programmatic approach to
increasing opportunities, some recent research is suggestive. Summer jobs for youth is
one approach. Recent experimental research from Chicago demonstrates that giving
summer jobs to at-risk youth leads to a large, statistically significant reduction in violent
crime (Davis & Heller, 2017; Heller, 2014). Additionally, though his contention has not
yet been examined empirically, the mayor of New York City was recently quoted as
attributing the city’s ongoing historic crime drop in part to initiatives providing jobs,
recreation, and social services. Some of these efforts are concentrated in what were until
recently particularly dangerous public housing complexes, which have recently seen
improvements in public safety (Goldman, 2018). At the same time, it is absolutely crucial
to ensure that jobs are well-paying. John and Tommy both noted that the city’s current
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summer youth jobs program does not pay enough money, and named that as a factor in
their drug selling.
Other recent research shows that interventions can simultaneously target
neighborhood space and insufficient economic opportunity. Rehabilitating vacant lots in
Philadelphia into viable public spaces reduced crime in the area, increased positive
feelings towards the community among residents, and provided new spaces for recreation
(Branas et al., 2018). Neighborhood residents were hired to do much of the lot
rehabilitation in the study intervention, thus providing jobs, albeit apparently temporary
ones (Avril, 2018). Notably, while targeting insufficient economic opportunity emerged
from my study findings, ways of intervening in neighborhoods’ spatial environments did
not. This is of course not to say that such interventions are not valuable, but the current
study findings do not speak to them. As noted in Chapter 4, from my sample I did not get
data suggesting specific aspects of the spatial environment as influencing lawbreaking
behavior; the influences I heard were more social, though common in structurally
marginal spaces. The notion of the streets as sub-geographic—streets space and notstreets space coexisting in places—also contributed to the challenge of identifying spatial
interventions from study findings.
Absent a fundamental restructuring of American urban society that thoroughly
addresses inequality and marginality, intervening in communities to increase opportunity
has promise to address an important effect and amplifier of marginality. For this to be
true recreation must be open to all youth, without age restrictions such as those RB
discussed. Arguably more crucial, jobs must pay more than “pocket money” and allow
the young people to contribute meaningfully to their household finances, whether they
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are independent or living with older family members. Other scholars make similar
observations (e.g., Fader, 2013; Gottschalk, 2015; Miller, 2014). One way of creating
opportunities for young people is through targeted jobs programs, such as those tested in
Chicago. Another way is to hire youth to rehabilitate vacant lots to make them suitable
for public use. Yet another avenue is to incentivize local and nearby businesses to hire
young people. Going further, regional and national businesses can be incentivized to
expand into, or at least near to, marginalized neighborhoods, and to hire local youth. A
policy like this could start to reverse the well-documented process of inner-city
deindustrialization (e.g., Wilson, 1987, 2012), which Fernández-Kelly (2015) calls
“capital retrogression.”
These observations lead to a larger point about reorienting public policies to
benefit youth and communities. To do so, it is necessary to break out of policy silos,
where attention to—and funding for—discrete policy areas are bureaucratically
partitioned one from the other (Iversen & Armstrong, 2006; see also Weber [1922/1978]
for background on the development of siloed bureaucracies). Effective policy aimed at
reducing serious lawbreaking among marginalized young people cannot just exist in the
realm of criminal justice policy. This is especially true when there is the additional goal
of addressing marginality among youth and communities. While talking about economic
development and organized recreation as ways of addressing lawbreaking behavior and
crime rates is nothing new, the point bears repeating. Using economic and community
development policy to address lawbreaking also resonates with the idea of justice
reinvestment. As articulated by Tucker and Cadora (2003), justice reinvestment involves
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diverting funds from the criminal justice system and instead investing in improving high
incarceration neighborhoods.15

Build Communities, Not Prison Rolls
One policy to which these findings do not point is more incarceration. A number
of participants, including Just Balla, Mike, RB, and Tommy, did note avoiding further
incarceration as a reason to stay out of the streets and avoid continued lawbreaking
activity. However, this should not be taken as an actual deterrent effect of prison and jail.
One, these participants have not been out of jail for a long enough to time to affirmatively
see whether or not they return to lawbreaking. Mike and RB had each been home for less
than a month when I first interviewed them, and Tommy for approximately nine months.
While Just Balla had been out for 18 months, he had a lawbreaking incident between his
two interviews.
Additionally, prior research casts doubt on the effectiveness of such deterrence.
Fader (2013) reports that while her participants return from their juvenile detention
facility ready to lead law-abiding lives, the marginality of the neighborhoods to which
they return makes this all but impossible. Fader’s findings are in addition to quantitative
research showing associations between justice system intervention and future
lawbreaking (Gatti et al., 2009; Petitclerc et al., 2013; Petrosino et al., 2010). Finally,
incarcerating young people increases, rather than decreases, the marginality and other
negative impacts experienced by individuals and communities (Bernstein, 2014; Clear,

See also Gottschalk’s (2015) critique of policies labeled as justice reinvestment despite
diverging from the ideas introduced by Tucker and Cadora.
15
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2007; Dmitrieva et al., 2012; Roberts, 2004). Even if my participants’ experiences did
robustly suggest that jail and prison promote reductions in future lawbreaking, the
benefits would need to be held up against the sorts of traumas endured by Vega, Mike,
and Moses. An approach aligned with justice reinvestment would still be a more desirable
policy route (Tucker & Cadora, 2003).

Next Steps & Future Research
One way to build on the current study is with a larger study drawing on the same
concepts and many of the same tools as those used here. A larger study with more
prolonged engagement might start with a small group of three or four neighborhoods,
with a sub-sample of participants recruited in each. Each participants’ spatial movement
over the course of several days could be tracked with time diaries and/or GPS devices, in
order to establish and map their routine life spaces (see, e.g., Flynn & Sharlein, 2018;
Venkatesh & Kim, 2007). Such a method would provide a guide for where,
geographically, to focus subsequent ethnographic data collection. A study based on this
sketch would build on the methodological and empirical basis established in this study,
while addressing some of the limitations discussed above.
Some other possibilities for future research do not pertain directly to identified
limitations here, but rather emphasize aspects of marginalized young people’s justice
system involvement that were not emphasized here. One direction involves closely
examining how justice system involvement, including but not limited to arrest, probation,
warrants, court appearances, and incarceration, impacts and places limits on young
people’s agency, including their agency regarding spatial mobility. Focusing especially
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on young people’s complex experiences with and attitudes towards police in their
communities is another direction for further research.
Finally, Heller’s work finding that summer jobs reduce violence among
marginalized youth can be expanded on (Davis & Heller, 2017; Heller, 2014). If a
suitable setting for a quasi-experiment can be identified—which, it is acknowledged,
would pose a significant challenge—year-round employment and recreational
opportunities could be tested as ways to address youth lawbreaking in marginalized
communities. Outcome data on lawbreaking could be combined with other quantitative or
qualitative data to identify pathways by which any effect operates. Specifically, could
such an intervention reduce marginalization among youth in meaningful and identifiable
ways? Heller finds lasting effects on violence from a single summer program; what
would longer-term engagement lead to? The question of long-term engagement is
particularly important because neighborhood effects on a number of developmental
outcomes have been found to be cumulative and lagged. That is, the effects of exposure
to neighborhood conditions accumulate and are not always immediately apparent (Chetty
et al., 2015; Sampson et al., 2008; Wodtke, Harding, & Elwert, 2011).

“At the End of the Day…”
Prior scholars have empirically established that young people whose life spaces
are marked by structural marginality are involved in serious lawbreaking more than youth
in other areas (Chung & Steinberg, 2006; Fabio et al., 2011; Oberwittler, 2004, 2005;
Peeples & Loeber, 1994; Wikström & Loeber, 2000; Wright et al., 2014). This
disproportionate serious lawbreaking involvement has negative consequences for the
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youth and their communities. Negative individual consequences include current and
future justice system involvement, employment and educational challenges, and the
temporary or permanent loss of certain rights and benefits (Alexander, 2012; Bernburg &
Krohn, 2003; Gatti et al., 2009; Gottschalk, 2015; Kirk & Sampson, 2013; Pager, 2003;
Petitclerc et al., 2013; Petrosino et al., 2010). On the community level, disproportionate
involvement in serious lawbreaking by residents diminishes public safety and adversely
affects social ties in already-marginalized communities (Clear, 2007; Jennings et al.,
2012; Kirk & Matsuda, 2011; Kirk & Papachristos, 2011; Roberts, 2004). As was
described in Chapter 1 and illustrated in Figure 1.1, reprinted below, there is a recursive
process wherein factors related to certain communities’ marginality influence
disproportionate rates of serious lawbreaking among neighborhood youth; these high
rates of youth lawbreaking then further the marginality experienced by the communities
and their residents.

The present study addressed the problem by ethnographically exploring the
agency of adolescents and young adults who have been involved in serious lawbreaking,
in the context of structural marginality. This exploration was supported with theoretical
attention to key concepts related to geography, disadvantage, and behavior, specifically,
life space, structural marginality, and agency. To describe young people as having life
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spaces marked by structural marginality is not quite the same thing as saying they are
from marginalized neighborhoods: the latter is part of the former, but the former includes
more. Life space incorporates all meaningful geographies in someone’s life, not just his
or her current neighborhood of residence. Additionally, the streets, a spatial construction
marked by violence and alternative, typically illicit institutions, is frequently a part of
young people’s structurally marginal life spaces. Whereas neighborhoods—discrete
components of life spaces—are shared, individuals each have their own life spaces.
Four categories of situations were identified that sometimes catalyze engagement
in serious lawbreaking among young people with structurally marginal life spaces: a
desire “to be down,” a desire or need for money, stress and family turmoil, and
interpersonal conflict. The streets were also explored as a major conduit through which
structural marginality creates limits and possibilities for young people’s agency. For the
young people in this study structurally marginal spaces are at once their home base and
environments which expose them to negative experiences, situating their agency in
detrimental ways. These young people are agents, with the ability to act and make
decisions in their lives. At the same time, returning to Brendan’s words, at the end of they
day they’re still in the hood, with all its violence, “negative energy,” and other
constricting influences.
Agency develops and is enacted in context. This study highlighted that theoretical
premise and demonstrated some of the ways in which, when that context is marked by
structural marginality, many young people enact their agency by engaging in serious
lawbreaking. To address this, and alleviate the detrimental consequences of this
involvement, interventions are necessary which expand opportunity and otherwise make
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these communities more enriching places to live and grow. “Rather than ignoring human
agency, achieving social justice requires altering social structures where human agency
takes place” (Parsell, 2017, p. 251). Mike and RB’s words provide a good summary,
albeit with understatement: “I told you, I done been through a lot” (Mike). “I was just
showing him around the hood and stuff like that. . . . Telling him that it looks good, but it
needs a little bit more work” (RB).
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide

This interview guide contains the main categories of inquiry for participant
interviews. In constructing it when designing the study, I tried to anticipate the many
different directions a category might lead. The more detailed bullets include possible
topics of follow-up; not all were relevant in every interview. Topics closest to the
research questions were covered with all participants, most prominently topics in the
neighborhood and illegal activity categories. Other categories, including family and peer
relationships and personal values were also widely discussed. At the same time, this list
is neither exhaustive for every topic discussed with participants, nor was it
comprehensively followed with every participant. Topics that received less attention in
interviews include those about school experiences and physical health. As discussed in
Chapter 4, participants by and large shared very little about their experiences in school
when I asked. Regarding the latter, conversations about physical health yielded no
insights into the research questions.
Also, a number of topics were consistently addressed but are less reported on in
this dissertation. While illuminating for some participants’ individual stories, not all
these topics emerged in the findings, or not for every participant. For example, while
substance use was widely discussed by participants, for most it did not play a central role
in their serious lawbreaking involvement.



Neighborhood and community
o Neighborhood/area around where you live
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General description/name – “How would you describe the area around where
you live?”



Things for young people to do



Important places



Routine places & routes



Availability of employment for youth and adults/access to employment
elsewhere



Surrounding neighborhoods



How long lived in neighborhood



Other places you’ve lived

o Community


Neighbors knowing each other



Homogeneity/heterogeneity of neighbors as compared with participant and
with each other (demographically, socially, and culturally)





Shared (and/or not shared) values



Public guardianship (people looking out for each other)

School
o General (enrolled/attend, which school, grade)
o Attitude towards school
o Attendance
o Academic performance and achievement
o Extra-curricular activity participation? Availability in school?
o Behavior
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Others’ (e.g., school personnel, parents, peers) responses to behavior (e.g.,
ever been suspended? Expelled? Sent to an alternative school?)

o Other significant experiences in school – school community, peers, classes,
administration, etc.


Peers
o What friends are like
o Similarities and differences with friends
o Gang activity?
o How spend time together with friends


Numbers (i.e., tend to hang out in large or small groups, pairs, etc.)



Activities

o Intimate relationships



Parenthood status

Parents/family
o Household composition
o Quality of family relationships


In household



Relationships with any non-custodial parent and any other important relative
not in household
 Frequency of seeing non-custodial parent
 Activities

o Parenting style/discipline
o Material resources/financial situation
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o Family’s similarities/differences with other families in neighborhood
(demographically, socially, and culturally)


Demographics/identity
o First thing and last thing people learn about you when they meet you
o Age
o Race/ethnicity


Personal meaning

o Religious identity



Participation in congregational life

Illegal activity/legal system involvement
o History of law-breaking and arrest


What arrested for and what illegal acts committed


Alone or with others



Frequency



Timing and description of initiation and desistance (if applicable)



Arrests for acts not committed



Illegal acts committed but not discovered or arrested for



Any passed-up opportunities for law-breaking

o Experiences with legal system


Police



Court



Attorney



Sanction (e.g., probation, incarceration, alternative to incarceration)
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Friends’ and family members’ involved with legal system and participating in
illegal activity



Values
o Individual




Personal values


What’s important



Morality: what’s right and wrong



Source of morality



Role of values in behavior

Attitude towards laws

o Friends


Homogeneity vs. heterogeneity of peers’ values

o Neighborhood





Dominant value/s and cultural orientation/s



Homogeneity vs. heterogeneity

Health and substance use
o Physical health




History of major health issues—self


Experience with health care system



Impact on life

History of major health issues—friends or family


Experience with health care system



Impact on life
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o Mental health


History of mental health services



Any diagnoses



Experiences with mental health professionals and mental health system

o Use/abuse of substances





Which one/s



Frequency



History/description of initiation and discontinuation (if applicable)



History and experiences with any substance abuse treatment

Aspirations & expectations
o Future aspirations for five, 10, and 20 years in future
o Future expectations for five, 10, and 20 years in future
o Anticipated roadblocks to aspirations; reasons for any differences between
expectations and aspirations

193

Appendix 2: Final List of Codes with Definitions, Grouped by Pattern Codes

Context: individual/family
ethnic & racial heritage - About the participant's racial and/or ethnic heritage, and his/her
experience of that heritage. Includes family immigration histories.
family economics - Sources of family (parental) income, and family decisions based on
money and lack of money.
family living situation - Who the participant lives/lived with in different situations, and
information about the participant’s home and family life in the home.

Context: institutional
drug market - About drug markets. Distinction with drug dealing in "needing & making
money: illicit attainment" is whether the comment more illuminates information
about drug markets ("drug market"), or lends itself to an understanding of
participation in drug markets as a form of working ("needing & making money:
illicit attainment"). A very nuanced distinction in some cases.
knowing people in the system - Relates to the participant knowing people involved with
the justice system, especially court involvement and/or incarceration.
school: history & current status - History of schools attended, current school enrollment
status, basic information about school and school offerings, and my observations
of school buildings & areas. Excludes GED programs, which are coded
separately.
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Context: life space & neighborhood - emic
"the streets" - References to "the streets" or "the street" as a location or space. Includes
both participants' experiences and perspectives on "the streets" and material that
speaks to a definition of the streets.
borders & neighborhood space - About neighborhood boundaries and borders:
● where subjective borders are
● neighborhood size
● public housing space
● shifts across time
● not going places
● what inside vs. outside means (permeability and impermeability of borders, in
participant’s experience)
● the unseen: who can see certain borders? (i.e., experienced by participants, invisible to
me)
how is the neighborhood? - Participant's description of neighborhood quality, assessment
of neighborhood as a place to live, feelings and attitudes towards neighborhood,
and the like. Pertains to neighborhoods and other geographies, and includes
changes in assessment over time.
neighborhood changes: participant observation - Changes in the neighborhood over
time, as observed by participants.
neighborhood institutions: participant experience - Relating to present or lacking
neighborhood institutions mentioned or pointed out by participants.
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neighborhood violence - Violence and lack of violence in the neighborhood. This code is
used for violence that informs the participant's life experience but does not impact
him or her directly.
parks-participant experience - Parks as components of life space, as mentioned or
pointed out by participants.
spatial polygamy: residential changes over time - About places where the participant has
lived: basic residential histories, details of moves, reasons for moves, feelings
towards moves. Also includes possibilities of moving, housing issues which could
potentially prompt a need to move, and not moving. Does not include material on
incarceration; that is coded separately.
spatial polygamy: routine - Mobility in and beyond subjective neighborhood: current or
past routine mobility through space.

Context: life space & neighborhood - etic
buildings in neighborhood-my observations - My observations about buildings in the
neighborhood.
neighborhood changes: my observations - Signs of neighborhood change - my
observations.
neighborhood institutions: my observations - My observations about neighborhood
institutions: stores, parks, and other possibly salient features.
neighborhood upkeep: my observations - My observations regarding upkeep of
neighborhood, including buildings, litter, etc.
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perceived socioeconomic class-my observations - My perceptions of prevailing
socioeconomic class in an area.

Context: people around
knowing people in neighborhood - Relates to the participant knowing or not knowing
other people in the neighborhood. This comes from their words as well as from
my observations while we're walking around.
mentors & role models - Mentors and role models identified by participants. Can be
positive or negative.
people observed-my observations - My observations of people/social life in participants'
neighborhoods.

Enactments of agency: intended
(Intended, desired, and/or anticipated for the future, so not precisely an enactment
of agency and very well may not come to pass)
future: general/misc. - Anticipation, aspirations, preparations, and visions for the future
that don't fit into one of the other "future" categories.
future: going away - Anticipation, aspirations and preparations for the future related to
moving elsewhere.
future: school & career thinking - Anticipation, aspirations and preparations for the
future related to school and career, including job/career training.
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Enactments of agency: neutral/inclusive
(Constitutive codes are agnostic as to acts receiving societal censure or sanction)
reacting to justice system officials - Reacting to/acting towards/interacting with police
officers, correction officers, probation officers, court officials, and other justice
system actors. Material that speaks to specific interactions.
school: acting & performing in school - How the participant acted (acts) in, around, and
in relation to school, as well as school performance, including academic
performance and attitudes towards school.

Enactments of agency: societally censured
fighting/committing violence - About participants fighting, committing violence, and/or
their expressed attitudes towards violence.
lawbreaking - less serious - Involvement in lawbreaking that is of a less serious nature
than what I'm primarily focusing on.
misbehaving - Mentions of the participant misbehaving in ways that don't qualify as
lawbreaking, are not in relation to parents/caregivers or justice system personnel,
and are out of school. A sort of miscellaneous "acting contrary to societal
demands" that doesn't belong with a different code differently (i.e., a lawbreaking
code, "acting in school," "reacting to...," "parents...").
needing & making money: illicit attainment - About working to make money and the
need for work and money: illicit means such as drug dealing and selling sex.
Distinction with drug dealing in "drug market" is whether the comment more
illuminates information about drug markets ("drug market"), or lends itself to an
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understanding of participation in drug markets as a form of working ("needing &
making money: illicit attainment"). A very nuanced distinction in some cases.
serious lawbreaking - Involvement in serious lawbreaking activity.
using drugs/alcohol - Drug and alcohol use and desistance.

Enactments of agency: societally sanctioned
changing: justice system - About participants' efforts, successes, failures, and apathy
regarding desistance from lawbreaking, other illicit activities, and general
"misbehavior" (does not include desistance from drugs/alcohol): in relation to
justice system involvement, including efforts at avoiding further
sanction/involvement, showing changes to justice system actors, and involvement
in the system as a learning experience.
changing: people in life - About participants' efforts, successes, failures, and apathy
regarding desistance from lawbreaking, other illicit activities, and general
"misbehavior" (does not include desistance from drugs/alcohol): in relation and/or
response to people in participant’s life, dead or alive, including older family
members, friends, and children. These others can serve as motivation or be
unhelpful. Includes avoiding certain friends to stay straight, or commenting on
others' incarceration as facilitating helpful avoidance.
changing: what doing instead - About participants' efforts, successes, failures, and apathy
regarding desistance from lawbreaking, other illicit activities, and general
"misbehavior" (does not include desistance from drugs/alcohol): what they are
doing instead, including programs helping them avoid lawbreaking, keeping busy
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to stay out of trouble, or other alternative actions to lawbreaking, as well as things
the participant is doing to help support changing.
helping & being helped - About helping and receiving help from others, mostly close
family members.
needing & making money: licit attainment - About working to make money and the need
for work and money: legal jobs, legal work categories in the shadow economy
(though technically illicit), and government benefits. Includes not having work or
benefits as well
school: GED - Enrolling and participating in GED programs, taking the GED exam. Past,
current, and planned.
staying out of the fray - Not getting involved (or not deeply involved) in illicit activity
despite being surrounded by it.

Experiences: not directly related to formal systems
childhood memories - Memories of childhood shared by participants.
death - Death and reactions to it at the individual and community level. Includes deaths
of participants' close family and friends, as well as community experiences.
gangs/sets/beefs/turf - About gangs/sets, gang/set violence, beefs, and turf confrontations.
gendered experiences - Experiences, attitudes, and expectations relating to gender.
getting into lawbreaking - How the participant got involved in lawbreaking activity.
identified turning points - Points in time that participants explicitly noted as turning
points in some way.
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injury/victimization/abuse - Relating to injury, victimization, and/or abuse in the
participant's or a close loved one's life.

Experiences: related to formal systems
behavior-system mismatch: disputed charges - When the participant's behavior does not
match justice system action or inaction: charges/arrests/sanctions for which the
participant disputes involvement in the lawbreaking act. It need not have been
actively disputed in court as long as the participant denies involvement
behavior-system mismatch: not getting caught - When the participant's behavior does not
match justice system action or inaction: times the participant was involved in
lawbreaking but was not caught and did not experience a justice system response.
justice system: arrests - Descriptions of arrests.
justice system: collateral consequences - Actual and potential collateral consequences of
justice system involvement. Includes "hard" things such as jobs lost and "soft"
things such as family time missed, in addition to school enrollment issues (i.e.,
being kicked out on account of justice system involvement)
justice system: court involvement - Interactions and experiences with court hearings,
judges, and the like. Also includes skipping court, charges, dispositions, case
dismissals, sentences, pleas, court-mandated community service, and courtmandated curfews.
justice system: incarceration - Participants' experiences of incarceration. Includes
cataloguing of when incarcerated, for how long, etc., and information about their
experiences inside.
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justice system: lawyers - Participants' experiences with lawyers.
justice system: police - Experiences with and attitudes towards the police. Includes
participants' experiences as well as those of others in their lives.
prison guard mistreatment/abuse - About abuse, mistreatment, and/or corruption from
jail or prison guards - mostly directly experienced by participants but in some
cases not.
probation - About probation and probation officers: participants' status, experiences, and
relationships with POs
programs - Participation in and experiences with programs, including counseling, rehab,
treatment, jail/prison reentry, alternatives to incarceration, or any (re)habilitative
programming.
school: experiences with school personnel - Experiences with teachers, administrators,
and other school personnel while attending.

Perceptions, feelings, attitudes, beliefs, & dispositions
blocks - Perceived or potential blocks to achieving aspirations, desired futures or soughtafter personal changes.
changing: attitudes & perspectives - About participants' efforts, successes, failures, and
apathy regarding desistance from lawbreaking, other illicit activities, and general
"misbehavior" (does not include desistance from drugs/alcohol): shifting attitudes
and perspective.
current life situation - Participant's evaluation of his/her current situation in life.
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description/perceptions of participant - Participants descriptions of themselves, and
perceptions of how others perceive and/or describe participant; past or present.
interests - Participants' hobbies/interests, what they like to do for fun, what they're
interested in.
locus of control/efficacy - Regarding participants' understandings of locus of control in
their lives, overall or in specific circumstances. Do they believe they are/can be
efficacious in their lives, or do situations dictate what they do and what happens
to them?
me in neighborhood - Participants' attitudes towards me being in their neighborhoods,
expressed through word and deed. Main focus is on them being seen with me in
their neighborhoods.
morals & values - Relating to participants' morals and values; what is important to them,
their understandings of right and wrong.
negative emotions & mental health - Encompasses a range of negative emotional content
and content related to mental health. Includes negative feelings of upset and
depression, shame, fear and numbness to fear, trauma, and anger, and mental
health diagnoses.
religion - Participants' attitudes towards and/or involvement in religion, including
religious beliefs and challenges.
what would help? - Participants' opinions on what would help fewer young people from
the hood get involved in lawbreaking and locked up.
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Relationships
extended family - Extended family relationships and ties - biological, adoptive, and
fictive.
parenting (youth) - Experiences of, expectations and aspirations for, and attitudes
towards parenting, either the participant's own child(ren) or a partner's. Children
may be born, in utero, or in an imagined future.
parents - About participants' parents, including adoptive parents, step-parents, and other
primary caretakers. Includes relationships, descriptions, and histories.
romantic/sexual relationships - About romantic and sexual relationships and partners.
sibling relationships - Siblings and participants' relationships with them.
socializing & friends/peers - Regarding friendships, peer relationships, and socializing.
Also includes attitudes towards friendship/socializing and material on avoiding
friends and/or being alone.
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